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Annotation 


Fourteen-year-old Will Burrows lives with his family in London. He has little in common with them 
except for a passion for digging which he shares with his father. When his father suddenly disappears 
down an unknown tunnel, Will decides to investigate with his friend Chester. Soon they find themselves 
deep underground, where they unearth a dark and terrifying secret — a secret which may cost them their 
lives. 
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Part One 
Breaking Ground 


Schlark! The pickax hit the wall of earth and, sparking on an unseen shard of flint, sank deep into the 
clay, coming to a sudden halt with a dull thud. 

"This could be it, Will!" 

Dr. Burrows crawled forward in the cramped tunnel. Sweating and breathing heavily in the confined 
space, he began feverishly clawing at the dirt, his breath clouding in the damp air. Under the combined 
glare of their helmet lamps, each greedy handful revealed more of the old wooden planking beneath, 
exposing its tar-coated grain and splintery surface. 

"Pass me the crowbar." 

Will rummaged in a satchel, found the stubby blue crowbar, and handed it to his father, whose gaze 
was fixed on the area of wood before him. Forcing the flat edge of he tool between two of the planks, Dr. 
Burrows grunted as he put all his weight behind it to gain some purchase. He then began levering from 
side to side. The planks creaked and moaned against their rusted fixings until, finally, they bellied out, 
breaking free with a resounding crack. Will recoiled slightly as a clammy breeze bled from the ominous 
gap Dr. Burrows had created. 

Urgently they pulled two more of the planks out of place, leaving a shoulder-width hole, then paused 
for a moment in silence. Father and son turned and looked at each other, sharing a brief conspiratorial 
smile. Their faces, illuminated in each other's light beams, were smeared with a war paint of dirt. 

They turned back to the hole and stared in wonder at the dust motes floating like tiny diamonds, 
forming and re-forming unknown constellations against the night-black opening. 

Dr. Burrows warily leaned into the hole, Will squeezing in beside him to peer over his shoulder. As 
their helmet lamps cut into the abyss, a curved, tiled wall came into sharp focus. Their beams, penetrating 
deeper, swept over old posters whose edges were peeling away from the wall and waving slowly, like 
tendrils of seaweed caught in the drift of powerful currents at the bottom of the ocean. Will raised his 
head a little, scanning even farther along, until he caught the edge of an enameled sign. Dr. Burrows 
followed his son's gaze until the beams of their lamps joined together to clearly show the name. 

"Highfield amp; Crossly North'! This is it, Will, this is it! We found it!" Dr. Burrows's excited 
voice echoed around the dank confines of the disused train station. The felt a slight breeze on their faces 
as something blew along the platform and down onto the rails, as if sent into an animated panic by this 
rude intrusion, after so many years, into its sealed and forgotten catacomb. 

Will kicked wildly at the timbers at the base of the opening, throwing up a spray of splinters and 
hunks of rotting wood, until suddenly the ground below him slid away and spilled into the cavern. He 
scrambled through the opening, grabbing his shovel as he went. His father was immediately behind him as 
they crunched a few paces on the solid surface of the platform, their footsteps echoing and their helmet 
lamps cutting swathes into the surrounding gloom. 

Cobwebs hung in skeins from the roof, and Dr. Burrows blew as one draped itself across his face. 
As he looked around, his light caught his son, a strange sight with a shock of white hair sticking out like 
bleached straw from under his battle-scarred miner's helmet, his pale blue eyes flashing with enthusiasm 
as he blinked into the dark. 

Dr. Burrows himself was a wiry man of average height — one wouldn't have described him as tall 
or, for that matter, short, just somewhere in the middle. He had a round face with piercing brown eyes that 
appeared all the more intense due to his gold-rimmed glasses. 

"Look up there, Will, look at that!" he said as his light picked out a sign above the gap through which 
they had just emerged. way out, it read in large black letters. They turned on their flashlights, and the 
beams combined with those of their weaker helmet lamps, ricocheting through the darkness to reveal the 


full length of the platform. Roots hung from the roof, and the walls were caked with efflorescence and 
streaked with chalky lime scale where fissures had seeped moisture. They could hear the sound of running 
water somewhere in the distance. 

"How's this for a find?" Dr. Burrows said with a self-congratulatory air. "Just think, nobody has set 
foot down here since the new Highfield line was built in 1895." They had emerged onto one end of the 
platform, and Dr. Burrows now shone his flashlight into the opening of the train tunnel to their side. It was 
blocked by a mound of rubble and earth. "It'll be just the same down the other end — they would've 
sealed both tunnels," he said. 

"Dad, Dad, over here!" Will called. "Have you seen these posters? You can still read them. I think 
they're ads for land or something. And here's a good one... 'Wilkinson's Circus... to be held on the 
Common... 10" day of February 1895. There's a picture," he said breathlessly as his father joined him. 
The poster had been spared any water damage, and they could make out the crude colors of the red big 
top, with a blue man ina top hat standing in front of it. 

They walked farther along, stepping around a mountain of rubble that spilled onto the platform from 
an archway. "That would've led through to the other platform," Dr. Burrows told his son. 

They paused to look at an ornate cast-iron bench. "This'll go nicely in the garden. All it needs is a 
rubdown and a few coats of gloss," Dr. Burrows was muttering as Will's flashlight beam alighted on a 
dark wooden door hidden in the shadows. 

"Dad, wasn't there an office or something on your diagram?" Will asked, staring at the door. 

"An office?" Dr. Burrows replied, fumbling through his pockets until he found the piece of paper he 
was Searching for. "Let me have a look." 

Will didn't wait for an answer, pushing at the door, which was stuck fast. Quickly losing interest in 
his blueprint, Dr. Burrows went to the aid of his son and together they tried to shoulder open the door. It 
was badly warped in the frame, but on the third attempt it suddenly gave and they tumbled into the room, a 
downpour of silt covering their heads and shoulders. Coughing and rubbing dust from their eyes, they 
pushed their way through a shroud of cobwebs. 

"Wow!" Will exclaimed quietly. There, in the middle of the small office, they could make out a desk 
and chair, furred with dust. Will moved cautiously behind the chair and, with his gloved hand, brushed 
away the layer of cobwebs on the wall to reveal a large, faded map of the railway system. 

"Could've been the stationmaster's office," Dr. Burrows said. 

Two of the walls were lined with shelves stacked with decaying cardboard boxes. Will selected a 
box at random, lifted off the misshapen lid, and looked in wonder at the bundles of old tickets. He picked 
one of them out, but the perished rubber band crumbled, sending a confetti of tickets spewing over the 
desktop. 

"They're blanks — they won't have been printed up," Dr. Burrows said. 

"You're right," Will confirmed, never ceasing to be amazed at his father's knowledge, as he studied 
one of the tickets. But Dr. Burrows wasn't listening. He was kneeling down and tugging at a heavy object 
on a lower shelf, wrapped in a rotten cloth that dissolved at his touch. "And here," Dr. Burrows 
announced as Will turned to look at the machine, which resembled an old typewriter with a large pull 
handle on its side, "is an example of an early ticket-printing machine. Bit corroded, but we can probably 
get the worst off." 

"What, for the museum?" 

"No, for my collection," Dr. Burrows replied. He hesitated, and his face took on a serious 
expression. "Look, Will, we're not going to breathe a word about this, any of this, to anyone. Understand?" 

"Huh?" Will spun around, a slight frown creasing his brow. It wasn't as if either of them went around 
broadcasting the fact that they embarked on these elaborate underground workings in their spare time — 
not that anyone would be seriously interested, anyway. Their common passion for the buried and the as- 


yet-undiscovered was something they didn't share with anyone else, something that brought father and son 
together... a bond between them. 

Because his son hadn't made any sort of response, Dr. Burrows fixed him with a stare and went on. 

"I don't have to remind you what happened last year with the Roman villa, do I? That bigwig 
professor turned up, hijacked the dig, and grabbed all the glory. I discovered that site, and what did I get? 
A tiny acknowledgment buried in his pathetic effort of a paper." 

"Yeah, I remember," Will said, recalling his father's frustration and outbursts of fury at the time. 

"Want that to happen again?" 

"No, of course not." 

"Well, I'm not going to be a footnote on this one. I'd rather nobody knew about it. They're not going to 
nick this from me, not this time. Agreed?" 

Will nodded in assent, sending his light bouncing up and down the wall. 

Dr. Burrows glanced at his watch. "We really ought to be getting back, you know." 

"All right," Will replied grudgingly. 

His father caught the tone. "There's no real hurry, is there? We can take our time to explore the rest 
tomorrow night." 

"Yeah, I suppose," Will said halfheartedly, moving toward the door. 

Dr. Burrows patted his son affectionately on his hard hat as they were leaving the office. " Sterling 
work, Will, I must say. All those months of digging really paid off, didn't they?" 

They retraced their steps to the opening and, after a last look at the platform, clambered back into the 
tunnel. Twenty feet or so in, the tunnel blossomed out so they could walk side by side. If Dr. Burrows 
stooped slightly, it was just high enough for him to stand. 

"We need to double up on the braces and props," Dr. Burrows announced, examining the expanse of 
timbers above their heads. "Instead of one every three feet, as we discussed, they're about one in ten." 

"Sure, no problem, Dad," Will assured him, somewhat unconvincingly. 

"And we need to shift this pile out," Dr. Burrows continued, nudging a mound of clay on the tunnel 
floor with his boot. "Don't want to get too constricted down here, do we?" 

"Nope," Will replied vaguely, not really intending to do anything about it at all. The sheer thrill of 
discovery resulted all too often in him flouting the safety guidelines his father tried to lay down. His 
passion was to dig, and the last thing on his mind was to waste time on "housekeeping," as Dr. Burrows 
called it. And, in any case, his father rarely volunteered to help with any of the digging itself, only making 
an appearance when one of his «hunches» paid off. 

Dr. Burrows whistled abstractedly through his teeth as he slowed to inspect a tower of neatly 
stacked buckets and a heap of planking. As they continued on their way, the tunnel climbed, and he 
stopped several more times to test the wooden props on either side. He smacked them with the palm of his 
hand, his obscure whistling rising to an impossible squeak as he did so. 

The passage eventually leveled out and widened into a larger chamber, where there was a trestle 
table and a pair of sorry-looking armchairs. They dumped some of their equipment on the table, then 
climbed the last stretch of tunnel to the entrance. 

Just as the town clock finished striking seven, a length of corrugated iron sheeting lifted a couple of 
inches in a corner of the Temperance Square parking lot. It was early autumn, and the sun was just tipping 
over the horizon as father and son, satisfied the coast was clear, pushed back the sheeting to reveal the 
large timber-framed hole in the ground. They poked their heads a little way out, double-checking that 
there was nobody else in the parking lot, then clambered from the hole. Once the sheeting was back in 
place over the entrance, Will kicked dirt over it to disguise it. 

A breeze rattled the billboards around the parking lot, and a newspaper rolled along the ground like 
tumbleweed, scattering its pages as it gained momentum. As the dying sun silhouetted the surrounding 


warehouses and reflected off the burgundy-tiled fa3ade of the nearby housing projects, the two Burrowses 
ambling out of the parking lot looked every inch a pair of prospectors leaving their claim in the foothills 
to return to town. 


On the other side of Highfield, Terry Watkins — "Tipper Tel" to his friends at work — was dressed 
in pajama bottoms and brushing his teeth in front of the bathroom mirror. He was tired and hoping for a 
good night's sleep, but his mind was still somersaulting because of what he'd seen that afternoon. 

It had been an awfully long and arduous day. He and his demolition team were pulling down the 
ancient white leadworks to make way for a new office tower for some government department or other. 
He'd wanted more than anything to go home, but he had promised his boss that he would take out a few 
courses of brickwork in the basement to try to make an assessment of how extensive its foundations were. 
The last thing his company could afford was an overrun on the contract, which was always the risk with 
these old buildings. 

As the portable floodlight glared behind him, he had swung his sledgehammer, cracking open the 
handmade bricks, which revealed their bright red innards like eviscerated animals. He swung again, 
fragments spinning off onto the soot-covered floor of the basement, and swore under his breath because 
the whole place was just too damn well built. 

After further blows, he waited until the cloud of brick dust settle. To his surprise he found that the 
area of wall he'd been attacking was only one brick thick. There was a sheet of old pig iron where the 
second and third layers should have been. He belted it a couple of times, and it resounded with a 
substantial clang on each blow. It wasn't going to give up easily. He breathed heavily as he pulverized the 
bricks around the edges of the metal surface to discover, to his sheer amazement, that it had hinges, and 
even a handle of some type recessed into its surface. 

It was a door. 

He paused, panting for a moment while he tried to figure out why anyone would want access to what 
should rightfully be part of the foundations. 

Then he made the biggest mistake of his life. 

He used his screwdriver to pry out the handle, a wrought-iron ring that turned with surprisingly little 
effort. The door swung inward with a little help from one of his work boots and clanged flat against the 
wall on the other side, the noise echoing for what seemed like forever. He took out his flashlight and 
shone it into the pitch-blackness of the room. He could see it was at least twenty feet across and was, in 
fact, circular. 

He went through the doorway, stepping onto the stone surface just inside it. But on the second step, 
the stone floor disappeared, and his foot encountered nothing but air. There was a drop! He teetered on 
the very edge, his arms windmilling frantically until he managed to regain his balance and pull himself 
back from the brink. He fell back against the doorjamb and clung on to it, taking deep breaths to steady his 
nerves and cursing himself for his rashness. 

"Come on, get a grip," he said aloud, forcing himself to get going again. He turned and slowly edged 
forward, his flashlight revealing that he was indeed standing on a ledge, with an ominous darkness beyond 
it. He leaned over, trying to make out what lay below — it appeared to be bottomless. He had walked into 
a huge brick well. And, as he looked up, he couldn't see to the top of the well — the brick walls curved 
dramatically up into the shadows, past the limits of his little pocket flashlight. A strong breeze seemed to 
be coming from above, chilling the sweat on the back of his neck. 

Playing the beam around, he noticed that steps, maybe a foot and a half wide, led down around the 


edge of the wall, starting just below the stone ledge. He stamped on the first step to test it and, since it felt 
sound, began to descend the stairway cautiously, so as not to slip on the fine layer of dust, bits of straw, 
and twigs that littered it. Hugging the diameter of the well, he climbed down, deeper and deeper, until the 
floodlit door was just a tiny dot way above him. 

Eventually the steps ended, and he found himself on a flagstone floor. Using his flashlight to look 
around, he could see many pipes of a dull gunmetal color lacing up the walls like a drunken church organ. 
He traced the route of one of these as it meandered upward and saw that it opened into a funnel, as if it 
was a vent of some kind. But what caught his attention more than anything else was a door with a small 
glass porthole. Light was unmistakably shining through it, and he could only think that he had somehow 
blundered into the subway system, particularly since he could hear the low humming sound of machinery 
and feel a constant downdraft of air. 

He slowly approached the window, a circle of thick glass mottled and scored with time, and peered 
through. He couldn't believe his eyes. Through its undulating surface, there was a scene resembling a 
scratchy old black-and-white film. There appeared to be a street and a row of buildings. And, bathed in 
the light of glowing spheres of slow-moving fire, people were milling around. Fearsome-looking people. 
Anemic phantoms dressed in old-fashioned clothes. 

Terry wasn't a particularly religious man, attending church only for weddings and the odd funeral, 
but he wondered for a moment if he had stumbled upon some sort of purgatorial theme park. He recoiled 
from the window and crossed himself, mumbling woefully inaccurate Hail Marys, and scuttled back to the 
stairs in a blind panic, barricading the door lest any of the demons escape. 

He ran through the deserted building site and padlocked the main gates behind him. As he drove 
home in a daze, he wondered what he would tell the boss the next morning. Although he had seen it with 
his own eyes, he couldn't help but replay the vision over and over in his mind. By the time he had reached 
home, he really didn't know what to believe. 


In a grim turn-of-the-century dentist's chair in the Highfield Museum, Dr. Burrows settled down to 
his sandwiches, using a display case of early twentieth-century toothbrushes as a makeshift table. He 
flicked open his copy of The Times and gnawed on a limp salami-and-mayonnaise sandwich, seemingly 
oblivious to the dirt-encrusted dental implements below, which local people had bequeathed to the 
museum rather than throwing them away. 

In the cabinets around the main hall where Dr. Burrows now sat, there were many similar 
arrangements of spared-from-the-garbage articles. The "Grannie's Kitchen" corner featured an extensive 
assortment of tawdry eggbeaters, apple corers, and tea strainers. A pair of rusty Victorian mangles stood 
proudly by a long-since-defunct 1950s Old Faithful Electric washing machine. 

On the "Clock Wall," though, there was one item that caught the eye — a Victorian picture clock with 
a scene painted on a glass panel of a farmer with a horse pulling a plow — unfortunately the glass had 
been broken and a vital chunk was missing where the horse's head would have been. The rest of the 
display was made up of 1940s and 1950s windup and electric wall clocks in dull plastic pastel hues — 
none of which were working, because Dr. Burrows hadn't quite gotten around to fixing them yet. 

Highfield, one of the smaller London burroughs, had a rich past, starting as it had in Roman times as 
a small settlement and, in more recent history, swelling under the full impact of the Industrial Revolution. 
However, not much of this rich past had found its way into the little museum, and the burrough had 
become what it was now: a desert of single-room-occupancy apartments and nondescript shops. 

Dr. Burrows, the curator of the museum, was also its sole attendant, except on Saturdays, when a 
series of volunteer retirees manned the fort. And always at his side was his brown leather briefcase, 
which contained a number of periodicals, half-read textbooks, and historical novels. For reading was 
how Dr. Burrows occupied his days, punctuated by the odd nap and very occasional clandestine pipe 
smoking in "The Stacks," al large storage room chock-full of boxed postcards and abandoned family 
portraits that would never be put out on display due to lack of space. 

Other than the occasional school group desperate for a local outing in wet weather, very few visitors 
at all came to the museum and, having seen it once, they were unlikely ever to return. 

Dr. Burrows, like so many others, was doing a job that had originally been a stopgap. It wasn't as if 
he didn't have an impressive academic record: a degree in history had been followed up with yet another 
in archaeology, and then, for good measure, topped off with a doctorate. But with a young child at home 
and few positions offered in any of the London universities, he had happened to spot the museum job in 
the Highfield Bugle and sent in his răsumă, thinking he had better get something, and quickly. 

Finishing off his sandwich, Dr. Burrows crumpled the wrapper into a ball and playfully launched it 
at a 1960s orange plastic wastepaper basket on display in the «Kitchen» section. It missed, bouncing off 
the rim and coming to rest on the parquet floor. He let out a small sigh of disappointment and reached into 
his briefcase, rummaging around until he retrieved a bar of chocolate. It was a treat he tried to save until 
midafternoon, to give the day some shape. But he felt particularly forlorn today and willingly gave in to 
his sweet tooth, ripping off the wrapper in an instant and taking a large bite out of the bar. 

Just then, the bell on the entrance door rattled, and Oscar Embers tapped in on his twin walking 
sticks. The eighty-year-old former stage actor had formed a passion for the museum after donating some of 
his autographed portraits to the archives. 

Dr. Burrows tried to finish his crammed mouthful of chocolate but, chewing manically, he realized 
that the old thespian was closing in far too quickly. Dr. Burrows thought of fleeing to his office but knew it 
was too late now. He sat still, his cheeks puffed out like a hamster's as he attempted a smile. 

"Good afternoon to you, Roger," Oscar said cheerfully while fumbling in his coat pocket. "Now, 


where did that thing go?" 

Dr. Burrows managed a tight-lipped "Hmmm" as he nodded enthusiastically. As Oscar began to 
wrestle with his coat pocket, Dr. Burrows managed to get in a couple of crafty chews, but then the old 
man looked up, still grappling with his coat as if it were fighting back. Oscar stopped trawling his pockets 
for a second and peered myopically around the glass cases and walls. "Can't see any of that lace I brought 
you the other week. Are you going to put it on display? I know it was a little threadbare in places, but 
good stuff all the same, you know." When Dr. Burrows did not answer, he added, "So it's not out, then?" 

Dr. Burrows tried to indicate the storeroom with a flick of his head. Never having known the curator 
to be so silent for so long, Oscar gave him a quizzical look, but then his eyes lit up as he found his quarry. 
He took it slowly from his pocket and held it, cupped in his hand, in front of Dr. Burrows. 

"I was given this by old Mrs. Tantrumi — you know, the Italian lady who lives just off the end of 
Main Street. It was found in her cellar when the gas company was doing some repairs. Stuck in the dirt, it 
was. One of them kicked it with his foot. I think we should include it in the collection." 

Dr. Burrows, cheeks puffed, braced himself for yet another not-quite-antique egg timer or battered tin 
of used pen nibs. He was taken off guard when, with a magician's flourish, Oscar held up a small, gently 
glowing globe, slightly larger than a golf ball, encased in a metal cage that was a dull gold in color. 

"It's a fine example of a... a light... thing of some...," Oscar trailed off. "Well, as a matter of fact, I 
don't know what to make of it!" 

Dr. Burrows took the item and was so fascinated that he quite forgot Oscar was watching him 
intently as he chewed his mouthful of chocolate. 

"Teeth giving you trouble, my boy?" Oscar asked. "I used to grind them like that, too, when they got 
bad. Just awful — know exactly how you feel. All I can say is I took the plunge and had them all out in 
one go. It isn't so uncomfortable, you know, once you get used to one of these." He started to reach into his 
mouth. 

"Oh, no, my teeth are fine," Dr. Burrows managed to say, quickly trying to head off the prospect of 
seeing the old man's dentures. He swallowed the last of the chocolate in his mouth with a large gulp. "Just 
a little dry today," he explained, rubbing his throat. "Need some water." 

"Ohhh, better keep an eye on that, y'know. Might be a sign that you've got that diabetes malarkey. 
When I was a lad, Roger" — Oscar's eyes seemed to glaze over as he remembered — "some doctors used 
to test for diabetes by tasting your..." He lowered his voice to a whisper and looked down in the 
direction of the floor. "...waters, if you know what I mean, to see if there was too much sugar in them." 

"Yes, yes, I know," Dr. Burrows replied automatically, far too intrigued by the gently glowing globe 
to pay any attention to Oscar's medical curiosities. "Very strange. I would venture to say, offhand, that this 
dates from possibly the nineteenth century, looking at the metalwork... and the glass I would say is early, 
definitely hand-blown... but I have no idea what's inside. Maybe it's just a luminous chemical of some 
type — have you had it out in the light for long this morning, Mr. Embers?" 

"No, kept it safe in my coat since Mrs. Tantrumi gave it to me yesterday. Just after breakfast, it was. I 
was on my constitutional — it helps with the old bowel mov—" 

"I wonder if it could be radioactive," Dr. Burrows interrupted sharply. "I've read that some of the 
Victorian rock-and-mineral collections in other museums have been tested for radioactivity. Some pretty 
fierce specimens were uncovered in a batch up in Scotland — powerful uranium crystals that they had to 
shut away in a lead-lined csket. Too hazardous to keep out on display." 

"Oh, I hope it's not dangerous," Oscar said, taking a hasty step back. "Been walking around with it 
next to my new hip — just imagine if it's melted the—" 

"No, I don't expect it's that potent — it probably hasn't done you any real harm, not in twenty-four 
hours." Dr. Burrows gazed into the sphere. "How very peculiar, you can see liquid moving inside... 
Looks like it's swirling... like a storm..." He lapsed into silence, then shook his head in disbelief. "No, 


must be you know... thermoreactive." 

"Well, I'm delighted you think it's interesting. I'll let Mrs. Tantrumi know you want to hang on to it," 
Oscar said, taking another step back. 

"Definitely," Dr. Burrows replied. "I'd better do some research before I put it out, just to make sure 
it's safe. But in the meantime I should drop Mrs. Tantrumi a line to thank her, on behalf of the museum." 
He hunted in his jacket pocket for a pen but couldn't find one. "Hold on a sec, Mr. Embers, while I fetch 
something to write with." 

He walked out of the main hall and into the corridor, managing to stumble over an ancient length of 
timber dug out of the marshes the previous year by some overzealous locals who swore blindly that it was 
a prehistoric canoe. Dr. Burrows opened the door with curator painted on the frosted glass. The office 
was dark, because the only window was blocked by crates stacked high in front of it. As he groped for the 
light on his desk, he happened to uncurl his hand a little from around the sphere. What he saw completely 
astounded him. 

The light it was giving off appeared to have turned from the soft glow he'd witnessed in the main hall 
to a much more intense, light green fluorescence. As he watched it, he could have sworn that the light was 
growing even brighter, and the liquid inside moving even more vigorously. 

"Remarkable! What substance becomes more radiant the darker the surroundings?" he muttered to 
himself. "No, I must be mistaken, it can't be! It must be that the luminosity is just more noticeable in here." 

But it had grown brighter; he didn't even need his desk light to locate his pen because the globe was 
giving off a sublime green light, almost as bright as daylight. As he left his office and returned with his 
donations ledger to the main hall, he held the globe aloft in front of him. Sure enough, the moment he 
emerged back into the light, it dimmed again. 

Oscar was about to say something, but Dr. Burrows rushed straight past him, through the museum 
door, and out onto the street. He heard Oscar shouting, "I say! I say!" as the museum door slammed shut 
behind him, but Dr. Burrows was so intent on the sphere that he completely ignored him. As he held it up 
in the daylight, he saw that the glow was all but extinguished and that the liquid in the glass sphere had 
darkened to a dull grayish color. And the longer he remained outside, exposing the sphere to natural light, 
the darker the fluid inside became, until it was almost black and looked like oil. 

Still dangling the globe in front of him, he returned inside, watching as the liquid began to whip itself 
up into a miniature storm and shimmer eerily again. Oscar was waiting for him with concern on his face. 

"Fascinating... fascinating,” Dr. Burrows said. 

"I say, thought you were having an attack of the vapors, old chap. I wondered if maybe you needed 
some air, rushing out like that. Not feeling faint, are you?" 

"No, I'm fine, really I am, Mr. Embers. Just wanted to test something. Now, Mrs. Tantrumi's address, 
if you'd be so kind?" 

"So glad you're pleased with it," Oscar said. "Now, while we're about it, I'll let you have my 
dentist's number so you can get those teeth seen to, pronto." 


Will was leaning on the handlebars of his bicycle at the entrance to a stretch of wasteland encircled 
by trees and wild bushes. He glanced at his watch yet again and decided he would give Chester another 
five minutes to turn up, but no more. He was wasting precious time. 

The land was one of those forgotten lots you find on the outskirts of any town. This one hadn't yet 
been covered by housing, probably due to its proximity to the municipal waste station and the mountains 
of trash that rose and fell with depressing regularity. Known locally as "the Forty Pits," owing to the 
numerous craters that pitted its surface, some almost reaching ten feet in depth, it was the arena for 
frequent battles between two opposing teenage gangs, the Clan and the Click, whose members were 
drawn from Highfield's rougher housing projects. 

It was also the favored spot for kids on their dirt bikes and, increasingly, stolen mopeds, the latter 
being run into the ground and then torched, their carbon black skeletons littering the far edges of the Pits, 
where weeds threaded up through their wheels and around their rusting engine blocks. Less frequently, it 
was also the scene for such sinister adolescent amusements as bird or frog hunting; all too often, the 
creatures’ sorry little carcasses were impaled on sticks. 

As Chester turned the corner toward the Pits, a bright metallic glint caught his eye. It was the 
polished face of Will's shovel, which he wore slung across his back like some samurai construction 
worker. 

He smiled and picked up his pace, clutching his rather ordinary, dull garden shovel to his chest and 
waving enthusiastically to the lone figure in the distance, who was unmistakeable with his startlingly pale 
complexion and his baseball cap and sunglasses. Indeed, Will's whole appearance was rather odd; he was 
wearing his "digging uniform," which consisted of an oversized cardigan with leather elbow pads and a 
pair of dirt-encrusted old cords of indeterminate color owing to the fine patina of dried mud that covered 
them. The only things Will kept really clean were his beloved shovel and the exposed metal toe caps of 
his work boots. 

"What happened to you, then?" Will asked as Chester finally reached him. Will couldn't understand 
how anything could have held up his friend, how anything could possibly be more important than this. 

This was a milestone in Will's life, the first time he'd ever allowed somebody from school — or 
anywhere else, for that matter — to see one of his projects. He wasn't sure yet whether he'd done the right 
thing; he still didn't know Chester that well. 

"Sorry, got a flat," Chester puffed apologetically. "Had to drop the bike back home and run over here 
— bit hot in this weather." 

Will glanced up uneasily at the sun and frowned. It was no friend to him: His lack of pigmentation 
meant that even its meager power on an overcast day could burn his skin. 

"All right, let's get straight to it. Lost too much time already," Will said curtly. He pushed off on his 
bicycle with barely a glance at Chester, who began to run after him. "Come on, this way," he urged as the 
other boy failed to match his speed. 

"Hey, I thought we were already there!" Chester called after him, still trying to catch his breath. 

Chester Rawls — almost as wide as he was tall, and strong as an ox, known as Cuboid or Chester 
Drawers at school — was the same age as Will, but evidently had either benefited from better nutrition or 
had inherited his weightlifter's physique. One of the less offensive pieces of grafitti in the school 
bathrooms proclaimed that his father was an armoire and his mother a bowfront desk. 

Although the growing friendship between Will and Chester seemed unlikely, the very thing that had 
helped to bring them together had also been the same thing that singled them out at school: their skin. For 
Chester, it was severe bouts of eczema, which resulted in flaky and itchy patches of raw skin. This was 


due, he was told unhelpfully, to either an unidentifiable allergy or nervous tension. Whatever the cause, he 
had endured the teasing and gives from his fellow pupils, the worst ones being "orrible scaly creature" 
and "snake features," until he could take no more and had fought back, using his physical advantage to 
quash the taunters with great effect. 

Likewise, Will's milky pallor separated him from the norm, and for a while he had borne the brunt of 
chants of «Chalky» and "Frosty the Snowman." More impetuous than Chester, he had lost his temper one 
winter's evening when his tormentors had ambushed him on the way to a dig. Unfortunately for them, Will 
had used his shovel to great effect, and a bloody and one-sided battle had ensued in which teeth were lost 
and a nose was badly broken. 

Understandably both Will and Chester were left alone for a while after that and treated with the sort 
of grudging respect given to mad dogs. However, both boys remained distrustful of their classmates, 
believing that if they let their guards down, the persecution would more than likely start all over again. 
So, other than Chester 's inclusion on a number of school teams because of his physical prowess, both 
remained outsiders, loners at the edge of the playground. Secure in their shared isolation, they talked to no 
one and no one talked to them. 

It had been many years before they'd even spoken to each other, although there'd long been a sneaking 
admiration between the two for the way they'd both stood their ground against the school bullies. Without 
really realizing it they gravitated toward each other, spending more and more of their time together during 
school hours. Will had been alone and friendless for so long, he had to admit that it felt good to have a 
companion, but he knew that if the friendship was going to go anywhere he'd sooner or later have to 
reveal to Chester his grand passion — his excavations. And now that time had come. 

Will rode between the alternating grassy mounds, craters, and heaps of trash, careering to a halt as he 
reached the far side. He dismounted and hid his bicycle in a small dugout beneath the shell of an 
abandoned car, its make unrecognizable as a result of the rust and salvaging it had endured. 

"Here we are," he announced as Chester caught up. 

"Is this where we're going to dig?" Chester panted, looking around at the ground at their feet. 

"Nope. Back up a bit," Will said. Chester took a couple of paces away from Will, regarding him with 
bemusement. 

"Are we going to start a new one?" 

Will didn't answer but instead knelt down and appeared to be feeling for something in a thicket of 
grass. He found what he was looking for — a knotted length of rope — and stood up, took up the slack, 
then pulled hard. To Chester 's surprise, a line cracked open in the earth, and a thick panel of plywood 
rose up, soil tumbling from it to reveal the dark entrance beneath. 

"Why do you need to hide it?" he asked Will. 

"Can't have those scumbags messing around with my excavation, can I?" Will said possessively. 

"We're not going in there, are we?" Chester said, stepping closer to peer into the void. 

But Will had already begun to lower himself into the opening, which, after a drop of about six feet, 
continued to sink deeper, at an angle. 

"T've got a spare one of these for you," Will said from inside the opening as he donned a yellow hard 
hat and switched on the miner's light mounted on its front. It shone up at Chester, who was hovering 
indecisively above him. 

"Well, are you coming or not?" Will said testily. "Take it from me, it's completely safe." 

"Are you sure about this?" 

"Of course," Will said, making a show of slapping a support to his side and smiling confidently to 
give his friend some encouragement. He continued to smile fixedly as, in the shadows behind him and out 
of Chester 's sight, a small shower of soil fell against his back. "Safe as houses. Honest." 

"Well..." 


Once inside, Chester was almost too surprised to speak. A tunnel, several feet wide and the same in 
height, ran at a slight incline into the darkness, the sides shored up with old timber props at frequent 
intervals. It looked, Chester thought, exactly like the mines in those old cowboy films they showed on TV 
on Sunday afternoons. 

"This is cool! You didn't do all this by yourself, Will, you can't have!" 

Will grinned smugly. "Certainly did. I've been at it since last year — and you haven't seen the half of 
it yet. Step this way." 

He replaced the plywood, sealing the tunnel mouth. Chester watched with mixed emotions as the last 
chink of blue sky disappeared. They set off along the passage, past stores of planks and shoring timbers 
stacked untidily against the sides. 

"Wow!" Chester said under his breath. 

Quite unexpectedly the passage widened out into an area the size of a reasonably large room, two 
tunnels branching off each end of it. In the middle was a small mountain of buckets, a trestle table, and 
two old armchairs. The timber planking of the roof was supported by rows of Stillson props, adjustable 
iron columns scabbed with rust. 

"Home again, home again," Will said. 

"This is just... wild," Chester said in disbelief, then frowned. "But is it really all right for us to be 
down here?" 

"Of course it is. My dad showed me how to batten and prop — this isn't my first time, you know..." 
Will hesitated, catching himself just in time before he said anything about the train station he'd unearthed 
with his father. Chester regarded him suspiciously as he coughed loudly to mask the lull in the 
conversation. Will had been sworn to secrecy by his father, and he couldn't break that confidence, not 
even to Chester. He sniffed loudly, then went on. "And it's perfectly sound. It's better not to tunnel under 
buildings — that takes stronger tunnel props and a lot more planning. Also, it's not a good idea where 
there's water or underground streams — they can cause the whole thing to cave in." 

"There isn't any water around here, is there?" Chester asked quickly. 

"Just this." Will reached into a cardboard box on the table and handed his friend a plastic bottle of 
water. "Let's just chill out for a while." 

They both sat in the old armchairs, sipping from the bottles, while Chester looked up at the roof and 
craned his neck to look at the two branch tunnels. 

"It's so peaceful, isn't it?" Will sighed. 

"Yes," Chester replied. "Very... um... quiet." 

"It's more than that, it's so warm and calm down here. And the smell... sort of comforting, isn't it? 
Dad says it's where we all came from, a long time ago — cavemen and all that — and of course it's where 
we all end up eventually — underground, I mean. So it feels sort of natural to us, a home away from 
home." 

"Suppose so," Chester agreed dubiously. 

"You know, I used to think that when you bought a house, you owned everything under it as well." 

"What do you mean?" 

"Well, your house is built on a plot of land, right?" Will said, thumping his boot on the floor of the 
cavern for effect. "And anything below that plot, going right down to the earth's core, is yours as well. Of 
course, as you get nearer the center of the planet, the ‘segment, if you want to call it that, get smaller and 
smaller, until you hit the very center." 

Chester nodded slowly, at a loss for what to say. 

"So I've always imagined digging down — down into your slice of world and all those thousands of 
miles that are going to waste, instead of just sitting in a building perched on the very crust of the earth," 
Will said dreamily. 


"I see," Chester said, catching on to the idea. "So if you were to dig down, you could have, like, a 
skyscraper, but facing the wrong way. Like an ingrown hair or something." He involuntarily scratched the 
eczema on his forearm. 

"Yes, that's exactly right. Hadn't thought of it like that. Good way of putting it. But Dad says you don't 
actually own all the ground under you — the government has the right to build subway lines and things if 
they want to." 

"Oh," Chester said, wondering why they had been talking about it in the first place, if that was the 
case. 

Will jumped up. "OK, grab yourself a pickax, four buckets, and a wheelbarrow, and follow me down 
here." He pointed to one of the dark tunnels. "There's a bit of a rock problem." 


Meanwhile, back up at ground level, Dr. Burrows strode purposefully along as he made his way 
home. He always enjoyed the chance to think while he walked the mile and a half or so, and it meant he 
could save on the bus fare. 

He stopped outside the newsstand, abruptly halting in midpace, teetered slightly, rotated ninety 
degrees, and entered. 

"Dr. Burrows! I was beginning to think we'd never see you again," the man behind the counter said as 
he looked up from a newspaper spread out before him. "Thought you might've gone off on a round-the- 
world cruise or something." 

"Ah, no, alas," Dr. Burrows replied, trying to keep his eyes off the Snickers, Milky Ways, and Mars 
bars that were displayed enticingly in front of him. 

"We've kept your backlog safe," the shopkeeper said as he bent below the counter and produced a 
stack of magazines. "Here they are. Excavation Today, The Archaeological Journal, and Curator's 
Monthly. All present and correct, I hope?" 

"Tickety-boo," Dr. Burrows said, hunting for his wallet. "Wouldn't want you to let them go to anyone 
else!" 

The shopkeeper raised his eyebrows. "Believe me, there isn't exactly an excessive demand for these 
titles around here," he said as he took a J20 note from Dr. Burrows. "Looks like you've been working on 
something,” the shopkeeper said, spotting Dr. Burrows's grimy fingernails. "Been down a coal mine?" 

"No," Dr. Burrows replied, contemplating the dirt encrusted underneath his nails. "I've actually been 
doing some home repairs in my cellar. Good thing I don't bite them, isn't it?" 

Dr. Burrows left the shop with his new reading matter, trying to tuck it securely into the side pocket 
of his briefcase as he pushed open the door. Still grappling with the magazines, he backed blindly out onto 
the sidewalk, straight into somebody moving at great speed. Gasping as he rebounded off the short but 
very heavyset man he'd blundered into, Dr. Burrows dropped his briefcase and magazines. The man, who 
had felt as solid as a locomotive, seemed totally unaffected and merely continued on his way. Dr. 
Burrows, stuttering and flustered, tied to call after him to apologize, but the man strode on purposefully, 
readjusting his sunglasses and turning his head slightly to give Dr. Burrows an unfriendly sneer. 

Dr. Burrows was flabbergasted. It was a man-in-a-hat. Of late, he had begun to notice, among the 
general population of Highfield, a type of person that seemed — well, different, but without sticking out 
too much. Being a habitual people watcher, and having analyzed the situation as he always did, he 
assumed that these people had to be related to one another in some way. What surprised him most was that 
when he raised the subject nobody else in the Highfield area seemed to have registered at all the rather 
peculiarly slope-faced men wearing flat caps, black coats, and very thick dark glasses. 


As Dr. Burrows had barged into the man, slightly dislodging his jet-black glasses, he'd had a chance 
to see a «specimen» at close hand for the very first time. Apart from his oddly sloping face and wispy 
hair, he had very light blue, almost white, eyes against a pasty, translucent skin. But there was something 
else: A peculiar smell hung around the man, a mustiness. It reminded Dr. Burrows of the old suitcases of 
mildewed clothes that were occasionally dumped on the museum steps by anonymous benefactors. 

He watched the man stride purposefully down Main Street and into the distance, until he was only 
just in view. Then a passerby crossed the road, interrupting Dr. Burrows's line of sight. In that instant, the 
man-in-a-hat was gone. Dr. Burrows squinted through his spectacles as he continued to look for him, but 
although the sidewalks were not that busy, he couldn't locate him again, try as he might. 

It occurred to Dr. Burrows that he should have made the effort to follow the man-in-a-hat to see 
where he was going. But, mild-mannered as he was, Dr. Burrows disliked any form of confrontation and 
quickly reasoned with himself that this was not a good idea given the man's hostile manner. So any thought 
of detective work was quickly abandoned. Besides, he could find out on another day where the man, and 
perhaps the whole family of hated look-alikes, lived. When he was feeling a little more intrepid. 


Underground, Will and Chester took turns at the rock face, which Will had identified as a type of 
sandstone. He was glad that he'd recruited Chester to help with the excavation, since he really seemed to 
have a knack for the work. He watched with quiet admiration as Chester swung the pickax with immense 
force and, once a fissure opened up in the face, seemed to know exactly when to pry out the loose 
material, which Will quickly shoveled into buckets. 

"Need a break?" he suggested, seeing that Chester was beginning to tire. "Let's take a breather." Will 
meant this literally, because with the entrance to the dig covered up, it all too soon became very airless 
and stuffy where they were, twenty feet or so from the main chamber. 

"If I take this tunnel much father," he said to Chester as they both pushed loaded wheelbarrows 
before them, "I'll have to sink a vertical shaft for ventilation. It's just that it's such a drag putting one of 
those in, when I could be making more headway down here." 

They reached the main chamber and sat in the armchairs, drinking the water appreciatively. 

"So what do we do with all this?" Chester said, indicating the filled buckets in the wheelbarrows. 

"Lug it to the surface and tip it in the gully at the side." 

"Is it all right to do that?" 

"Well, if anyone asks I just say I'm digging a trench for a war game," Will replied. Taking a swig 
from his bottle, he swallowed noisily. "What do they care, anyway? To them we're just a bunch of dumb 
kids with buckets and shovels," he added dismissively. 

"They would care if they saw this — this isn't what ordinary kids do," Chester said, his eyes flicking 
around the chamber. "Why do you do it, Will?" 

"Take a look at these." 

Will gently lifted a plastic crate for the side of his chair and onto his lap. He then proceeded to take 
out a series of objects, leaning across to place them one by one on the tabletop. Among them were 
Codswallop bottles — Victorian soft-drink bottles with strangely shaped necks that contained a glass 
marble — and a whole host of medicine bottles of different sizes and colors, all with a beautiful frosty 
bloom from their time in the ground. 

"And these," Will said reverentially as he produced an entire range of Victorian jars of differing 
sizes with decorative lids and names in swirly old writing that Chester had never seen before. Indeed, 
Chester seemed to be genuinely interested, picking up each jar in turn and asking Will questions about 


how old they were and where exactly he'd dug them up. Encouraged, Will continued until every single 
find from his recent excavations was laid out on the table. Then he sat back, carefully watching his 
newfound friend's reaction. 

"What's this stuff?" Chester asked, probing a small pile of heavily rusted metal with his finger. 

"Rosehead nails. Probably eighteenth century. If you look carefully, you can see that each one is 
different, because they were handmade by—" 

But in his excitement Chester had already moved down the table to where something else had caught 
his eye. 

"This is so cool," he said, holding up and turning a small perfume bottle so that the light played 
through its wonderful cobalt blue and mauve tones. "Incredible that someone just chucked it out." 

"Yeah, isn't it?" Will agreed. "You can have it if you want." 

"No!" Chester said, astonished by the offer. 

"Yeah, go on, I've got another one just like it at home." 

"Hey, that's great... thanks," Chester said, still admiring the bottle with such rapture that he didn't see 
Will break into the widest grin imaginable. Will practically lived for the moments he could show his 
father his latest crop of finds, but this was more than he could have ever hoped for — someone his own 
age who seemed to be sincerely interested in the fruits of his labors. He surveyed the cluttered tabletop 
and felt a swell of pride. This was what he lived for. He often pictured himself reaching back into the past 
and plucking out these little pieces of discarded history. To Will the past was so much nicer a place than 
the grim reality of the present. He sighed as he began to replace items in the crate. 

"I haven't found any fossils down here yet... anything really old... but you never know your luck," he 
said, glancing wistfully in the direction of the branch tunnels. "That's the thrill of it all." 


ee 


Dr. Burrows whistled, swinging his briefcase in time with his brisk pace. He rounded the corner at 
precisely 6:30 p.m., as he always did, and his house came into view. It was one of many crammed into 
Broadlands Avenue — regimented brick boxes with just enough room for a family of four. The only 
saving grace was that this side of the road backed onto the Common, so at least the house had views of a 
big open space, even if one was forced to see them from rooms barely large enough to swing a mouse, let 
alone a cat. 

As he let himself in and stood in the hall, sorting the old books and magazines from his briefcase, his 
son was not far behind. At breakneck speed Will careened onto Broadlands Avenue on his bicycle, his 
shovel glinting under the first red glow of the newly lit streetlights. He skillfully slalomed between the 
white lines in the middle of the road and banked wildly as he shot through the open gate, his brakes 
reaching a squealing crescendo as he pulled up under the carport. He dismounted, locked up his bicycle, 
and entered the house. 

"Hi, Dad," he said to his father, who was now poised awkwardly just inside the living room, still 
holding his open briefcase in one hand as he watched something on television. 

Dr. Burrows was unarguably the biggest influence in his son's life. A casual comment or snippet of 
information from his father could inspire Will to embark on the wildest and most extreme "investigations," 
usually involving ludicrous amounts of digging. Dr. Burrows always managed to be "in at the kill" on any 
of his son's digs if he suspected there was going to be something of true archaeological value unearthed, 
but most of the time he preferred to bury his nose in the books he kept down in the cellar, his cellar. Here 
he could escape family life, losing himself in dreams of echoing Greek temples and magnificent Roman 
colosseums. 

"Oh, yes, hello, Will," he answered absentmindedly after a long pause, still absorbed in the 
television. Will looked past his father to where his mother was sitting, equally mesmerized by the 
program. 

"Hi, Mum," Will said and then left, not waiting for a response. 

Mrs. Burrows's eyes were glued to an unexpected and rather fraught turn of events in the ER. 
"Hello," she eventually replied, although Will had already left the room. 

Will's parents had first met at college when Mrs. Burrows had been a bubbly media student dead set 
on a career in television. 

Unfortunately, these days television filled her life for a completely different reason. She watched it 
with an almost fanatical devotion, juggling schedules with a pair of VCRs when her favorite programs, of 
which there were so very many, clashed. 

If one has a mental snapshot of a person, an image that is first recalled when one thinks of them, then 
Mrs. Burrows's would be of her lying sideways in her favorite armchair, a row of remotes neatly lined up 
on the arm and her feet resting on a footstool topped with television pages ripped from the newspapers. 
There she sat, day after day, week after week, the flickering light of the small screen, occasionally 
twitching a leg just to let people know she was still alive. 

As he did every night, Will had beaten a path to the kitchen or, more specifically, the fridge. He was 
opening the door as he spoke, but didn't so much as glance at the other person in the room as he 
acknowledged her presence. 

"Hi, sis," Will said. "What are we having for dinner?" I'm starved." 

"Ah, the mud creature returns," Rebecca said to him. "I had the funniest feeling you'd show up about 
now." She rammed the fridge door shut to stop her brother from nosing inside and before he had a chance 
to complain, thrust an empty packet into his hands. "Sweet-and-sour chicken, with rice and some 


vegetable stuff. It was on sale, two for one, at the supermarket." 

Will looked at the picture on the packet and, without comment, passed it back to her. 

"So how's the latest dig going?" she asked, just as the microwave have a ting. 

"Not great — we've hit a layer of sandstone." 

"We?" Rebecca shot him a quizzical glance as she took a dish out of the microwave. "I'm sure you 
just said we, Will. You don't mean Dad's working on it with you, do you? Not during museum hours?" 

"No, Chester from school is giving me a hand." 

Rebecca had just placed a second dish in the microwave and very nearly trapped her fingers in the 
door as she was closing it. "You mean you actually asked somebody to help you? Well, that's a first. 
Thought you didn't trust anybody with your 'projects.» 

"No, I don't usually, but Chester 's cool," Will replied, a bit taken aback by his sister's interest. "He's 
been a real help." 

"Can't say I know much about him, except that he's called—" 

"I know what they call him," Will cut her off sharply. 

At twelve, Rebecca was two years younger than Will and couldn't have been more different from 
him; she was slim and dainty for her age, in contrast to her brother's rather stocky physique. And with her 
dark hair and sallow complexion, she wasn't bothered by the sun, even at the height of summer, while 
Will's skin would begin to redden and burn in a matter of minutes. 

The two of them being so completely dissimilar, not just in appearance but also in temperament, their 
home life had something of the feel of an uneasy truce, and each showed only a passing interest in the 
other's pursuits. 

There weren't the family outings that you would ordinarily expect, either, because Dr. And Mrs. 
Burrows also had completely divergent tastes. Will would go off with his father on expeditions — a 
habitual destination was the south coast, where they would go fossil hunting. 

Rebecca, on the other hand, would arrange her own vacations — where, or to do what, Will did not 
know or care. And on the rare occasions Mrs. Burrows ventured out of the house, she would just trudge 
around the shops in the West End of London or catch the latest films. 

Tonight, as was the case most nights, the Burrowses were sitting with their meals on their laps 
watching an oft-repeated 1970s comedy that Dr. Burrows seemed to be enjoying. No one spoke during the 
meal except Mrs. Burrows, who at one point mumbled, "Good... this is good," which may have been in 
praise of the microwave food or possibly the finale of the dated sitcom, but nobody made the effort to 
inquire. 

Having wolfed down his food, Will left the room without a word, placing his tray by the kitchen sink 
before he went bounding up the stairs, a canvas sack of recently discovered items clutched in his hands. 
Dr. Burrows was the next out, walking into the kitchen, where he deposited his tray on the table. Although 
she hadn't finished her food yet, Rebecca followed closely behind him. 

"Dad, a couple of bills need paying. The checks are there on the table." 

"Have we got enough in the account?" he asked as he dashed off his signature on the bottom of the 
checks, not evben bothering to read the amounts. 

"I told you last week, I got a better deal on the house insurance. Saved us a few pennies on the 
premium." 

"Right... very good. Thanks," Dr. Burrows said, picking up his tray and turning purposefully toward 
the dishwasher. 

"Just leave it on the side," Rebecca said a little too quickly, stepping protectively in front of the 
dishwasher. Only last week she'd caught him attempting to program her beloved microwave by furiously 
jabbing at the buttons in random sequences, as if he was trying to crack some secret code, and ever since 
then she had been making sure she unplugged all the major appliances. 


As Dr. Burrows left the room, Rebecca shoved the checks in envelopes and then sat down to prepare 
a shopping list for the next day. At the tender age of twelve, she was the engine, the powerhouse behind 
the Burrowses' home. She took it upon herself not just to do the shopping but also to organize the meals, 
supervise the cleaning lady, and do just about everything else that, in any ordinary household, the parents 
would have taken responsibility for. 

To say Rebecca was meticulous in her organization would have been a gross understatement. A 
schedule on the kitchen bulletin board listed all the provisions she required for at least two weeks in 
advance. She kept carefully labeled files of the family's bills and financial situation in one of the kitchen 
cupboards. And the only times when this smooth operation of the household began to falter were on the 
occasions that Rebecca was absent. Then the three of them, Dr. and Mrs. Burrows and Will, would subsist 
on the food Rebecca had left for them in the freezer, helping themselves when they felt like it with all the 
delicacy of a pack of marauding wolves. After these absences, Rebecca would simply return home and 
put the house back in order again without protest, as if she accepted that her lot in life was to tidy up after 
the other members of her family. 

Back in the living room, Mrs. Burrows flicked a remote to commence her nightly marathon of soaps 
and talk shows while Rebecca cleaned up in the kitchen. By nine o'clock, she had completed her chores 
and, sitting at the half of the kitchen table that wasn't taken up by the numerous empty coffee jars Dr. 
Burrows kept promising he'd do something with, had finished off her homework. Deciding it was time for 
bed, she picked up a pile of clean towels and went upstairs with them under her arm. Passing the 
bathroom, she hesitated as she happened to glance in. Will was kneeling on the floor, admiring his new 
finds and washing the soil off them using Dr. Burrows's toothbrush. 

"Look at these!" he said proudly as he held up a small pouch made of rotten leather, which dripped 
dirty water everywhere. He proceeded to very gently pry open the fragile flap and lifted out a series of 
clay pipes. "You usually only find the odd piece... bits the farm laborers dropped. But just look at these. 
Not one of them is broken. Perfect as the day they were made... Think of it... all those years ago... the 
eighteenth century." 

"Fascinating," Rebecca said, without the vaguest suggestion of any interest. Flicking back her hair 
contemptuously, she continued across the landing to the linen cupboard, where she put the towels, and then 
into her room, closing the door firmly behind her. 

Will sighed and resumed the inspection of his finds for several minutes, then gathered them up in the 
mud-stained bathroom mat and carefully conveyed them to his bedroom. Here he thoughtfully arranged the 
pipes and the still-sopping leather pouch next to his many other treasures on the shelves that completely 
covered one wall of the room — his museum, as he called it. 

Will's bedroom was at the front of the house, Rebecca's at the back, and it must have been about two 
o'clock in the morning when he was woken by a sound. It came from the garden. 

"A wheelbarrow?" he said, immediately identifying it as his eyes flicked open. "A loaded 
wheelbarrow?" He scrambled out of bed and went to the window. There, in the light of the half-moon, he 
could make out a shadowy form pushing a barrow down the path. He squinted, trying to see more. 

"Dad!" he said to himself as he recognized his father's features and saw the glint of moonlight from 
his familiar specs. Mystified, Will watched as his father reached the end of the garden and passed through 
the gap in the hadge and then out onto the Common. Here, Will lost sight of him behind some trees. 

"What is he up to?" Will muttered. Dr. Burrows had always kept strange hours because of his 
frequent catnaps in the museum, but this level of activity was unusually lively for him. 

Will recalled how, earlier that year, he had helped his father excavate and lower the floor of the 
cellar by nearly three feet and then lay a new concrete floor to increase the headroom down there. Then, a 
month or so later, Dr. Burrows had had the bright idea of digging an exit from the cellar up to the garden 
and putting in a new door because, for some reason or other, he'd decided that he needed another means of 


entry to his sanctuary at the bottom of the house. As far as Will knew, the job had finished there, but his 
father could be unpredictable. Will felt a pang of resentment — what was his father doing that meant he 
had to be so secretive, and why hadn't he asked Will to help him? 

Still groggy with sleep and distracted by thoughts of his own underground projects, Will put it from 
his mind for the time being and returned to bed. 


The next day after school, Will and Chester resumed their work at the excavation. Will was returning 
from dumping the spoils, his wheelbarrow stacked high with empty buckets as he trundled to the end of 
the tunnel where Chester was hacking away at the stone layer. 

"How's it going?” Will asked him. 

"It's not getting any easier, that's for sure," Chester replied, wiping the sweat from his forehead with 
a dirty sleeve and smearing dirt across his face in the process. 

"Hang on, let me have a look. You take a break." 

"OK." 

Will shone his helmet lamp over the rock surface, the subtle browns and yellows of the strata gouged 
randomly by the tip of the pickax, and sighed loudly. "I think we'd better stop and think about this for a 
minute. No point in banging our heads on a sandstone wall! Let's have a drink." 

"Yeah, good idea," Chester said gratefully. 

They went into the main chamber, where Will handed Chester a bottle of water. 

"Glad you wanted to do some more of this. It's pretty addictive, isn't it?" he said to Chester, who was 
staring into the middle distance. 

Chester looked at him. "Well, yes and no, really. I said I'd help you get through the rock, but after that 
I'm not so sure. My arms really hurt last night." 

"Oh, you'll get used to it and, besides, you're a natural." 

"You think so? Really?" Chester beamed. 

"No doubt about it. You could be nearly as good as me one day!" 

Chester punched him playfully on the arm and they laughed, but their laughter petered out as Will's 
expression turned serious. 

"What is it?" Chester asked. 

"We're going to have to rethink this. The sandstone vein might just be too thick for us to get through." 
Will knitted his fingers together and rested his hands on top of his head, an affectation he had picked up 
from his father. "How do you feel about... about going under it?" 

"Under it? Won't that take us too deep?" 

"Nah, I've gone deeper before." 

"When?" 

"A couple of my tunnels went much farther down than this," Will said evasively. "You see, if we dig 
under it, we can use the sandstone, because it's a solid layer, for the roof of the new tunnel. Probably 
won't even need to use any props." 

"No props?" Chester said. 

"It'll be perfectly safe." 

"What if it isn't? What if it collapses with us underneath?" Chester looked distinctly unhappy. 

"You worry too much. Come on, let's get on with it!" Will had already made up his mind and was 
starting off down the tunnel when Chester called after him. 

"Hey, why are we breaking our backs on this... I mean, is there anything on any of the blueprints? 
What's the point?" 

Will was quite taken aback by the question, and it was several seconds before he replied. "No, 
there's nothing marked on the ordnance surveys or Dad's archive maps," he admitted. He took a deep 
breath and turned to Chester. "The digging is the point." 

"So you think there's something buried there?" Chester asked quickly. "Like the stuff in those old 
garbage dumps you were talking about?" 


Will shook his head. "No. Of course the finds are great, but this is far more important." He swept his 
hand extravagantly in front of him. 

"What is?" 

"All this!" Will ran his eyes over the sides of the tunnel and then the roof above them. "Don't you feel 
it? With every shovelful, it's like we're traveling back in time." He paused, smiling to himself. "Where no 
one has gone for centuries... or maybe never gone before." 

"So you've no idea what's there?" Chester asked. 

"Absolutely none, but I'm not about to let a bit of sandstone beat me," Will replied resolutely. 

Chester was still flummoxed. "It's just... I was thinking if we aren't heading for anything in 
particular, why don't we just work on the other tunnel?" 

Will shook his head again but offered no further explanation... 

"But it would be so much easier," Chester said, a tone of exasperation creeping into his voice as if 
he knew he wasn't going to get a sensible answer out of Will. "Why not?" 

"A hunch," Will said abruptly and was off down the tunnel before Chester could utter another word. 
He shrugged and reached for his pickax. 

"He's crazy. And I must be crazy, too. What on earth am I doing here?" he mumbled to himself. 
"Could be at home, right now... on the PlayStation... and warm and dry." He looked down at his mud- 
sodden clothes. "Crazy, crazy, crazy!" he repeated several times. 


Dr. Burrows's day had been the same as usual. He was reclining luxuriously in the dentist's chair 
with a newspaper folded in his lap, on the brink of slipping into his post-lunchtime nap, when the door of 
the museum burst open. Joe Carruthers, former major, strode purposefully in and scanned the room until 
he located Dr. Burrows, whose head was lolling drowsily in the dentist's chair. 

"Look sharp, Burrows!" he bellowed, almost taking pleasure in Dr. Burrows's reaction as his head 
jerked up. Joe Carruthers, a veteran of the Second World War, had never lost his military bearing or his 
brusqueness. Dr. Burrows had given him the rather unkind nickname "Pineapple Joe" because of his 
strikingly red and bulbous nose — possibly the result of a war injury or, as Dr. Burrows sometimes 
speculated, more likely due to his consumption of excessive amounts of gin. He was surprisingly sprightly 
for a man in his seventies and tended to bark loudly. He was the last person Dr. Burrows wanted to see 
right now. 

"Saddle up, Burrows, need you to come and have a look at something for me, if you can spare a mo'? 
Course you can, see you're not busy here, are you? 

"Ah, no, sorry Mr. Carruthers, I can't leave the museum unattended. I'm on duty, after all," Dr. 
Burrows said sluggishly, reluctantly abandoning the last vestiges of sleep. 

Joe Carruthers continued to bellow at him from across the museum hall. "Come on, man, this is a 
special duty, y'know. Want your opinion. My daughter and her new hubby bought a house just off Main 
Street. Been having work done on the kitchen and they found something... something funny." 

"Funny in what way?" Dr. Burrows asked, still irked by the intrusion. 

"Funny hole in the floor." 

"Isn't that something for the builders to deal with?" 

"Not that sort of thing, old man. Not that sort of thing at all." 

"Why?" Dr. Burrows asked, his curiosity roused. 

"Better if you come and have a gander for yourself, old chap. I mean, you know all about the history 
hereabouts. Thought of you immediately. Best man for the job, I told my Penny. This chappie really knows 


his stuff, I said to her." 

Dr. Burrows rather relished the idea that he was regarded as the local historical expert, so he got to 
his feet and self-importantly put on his jacket. Having locked up the museum, he fell into step beside 
Pineapple Joe's forced march along Main Street, and they soon turned onto Jekyll Street. Pineapple Joe 
spoke only once as they turned another corner, into Marrineau Square. 

"Those darn dogs — people shouldn't let them run wild like that," he grumbled as he squinted at 
some papers blowing across the road in the distance. "Should be kept on a leash." They arrived at the 
house. 

Number 23 was a terraced house, no different from all the others that lined the four sides of square, 
built of brick with typical early Georgian features. Although each property was rather narrow, with just a 
thin sliver of garden at the rear, Dr. Burrows had admired them on the occasions he'd happened to be in 
the area and welcomed the chance to have a look inside one. 

Pineapple Joe hammered on the original four-paneled Georgian door with enough force to cave it in, 
Dr. Burrows wincing with each blow. A young woman answered the door, her face lighting up at the sight 
of her father. 

"Hello, Dad. You got him to come, then." She turned on Dr. Burrows with a self-conscious smile. 
"Do come down to the kitchen. Bit of a mess, but I'll put the kettle on," she said, closing the door behind 
them. 

Dr. Burrows followed Pineapple Joe as he stomped over the tarpaulins in the unlit corridor, where 
the wallpaper had been half stripped from the walls. 

Once in the kitchen, Pineapple Joe's daughter turned to Dr. Burrows. "Sorry, how rude, I didn't 
introduce myself. My name's Penny Hanson — I think we've met before." She emphasized her new 
surname proudly. For an awkward moment, Dr. Burrows looked so totally mystified by this suggestion 
that she flushed with embarrassment and quickly mumbled something about making the tea, while Dr. 
Burrows, indifferent to her discomfort, began to inspect the room. It had been gutted and the plaster 
stripped back to the bare brick, and there was a newly installed sink with half-finished cupboard units 
along one side. 

"We thought it was a good idea to take out the chimney, to give us the space for a breakfast bar over 
there," Penny said, pointing at the wall opposite the one with the new units. "The architect said we just 
needed a brace in the ceiling." She indicated a gaping hole where Dr. Burrows could see that a new metal 
joist had been bedded in. "But when the builders were knocking out the old brickwork, the back wall 
collapsed, and they found this. I've contacted our architect, but he hasn't called me back yet." 

To the rear of the fireplace a heap of soot-stained bricks indicted where the hearth wall had been. 
With this wall removed, a sizable space had been revealed behind it, like a hidey-hole. 

"That's unusual. A second chimney flue?" he said to himself, almost immediately uttering a series of 
no's as he shook his head. He moved closer and looked down. In the floor was a vent about three feet by a 
foot and a half in size. 

Stepping between the loose bricks, he crouched down at the edge of the opening, peering into it. 

"Uh... have you got a flashlight handy?" he asked. Penny fetched one. Dr. Burrows took it from her 
and shone it down into the opening. "Brick lining, early nineteenth century, I would venture. Seems to 
have been built at the same time as the house," he muttered to himself as Pineapple Joe and his daughter 
watched him intently. "But what the blazes is it for?" he added. The strangest thing was that at he leaned 
over and peered down into it, he couldn't see where it ended. "Have you tested how deep it is?" he asked 
Penny, straightening up. 

"What with?" she replied simply. 

"Can I have this?" Dr. Burrows picked up a jagged half-brick from the pile of rubble by the 
collapsed hearth. She nodded, and he turned back to the hole and stood poised to drop it in. 


"Now listen," he said to them as he released it over the vent. They heard it knocking against the sides 
as it fell, the sounds growing quieter until only faint echoes reached Dr. Burrows, who was now kneeling 
over the opening. 

"Is it-?" Penny began. 

"Shhh!" Dr. Burrows hissed impolitely, giving her a start as he held up his hand. After a moment he 
raised his head and frowned at Pineapple Joe and Penny. "Didn't hear it land," he observed, "but it 
seemed to bounce off the sides for ages. How... can it be that deep?" Then, seemingly oblivious to the 
grime, he lay down on the floor and stuck his head and shoulders into the hole as far as he could, probing 
the darkness below him with the flashlight in his outstretched arm. He suddenly froze and started to sniff 
loudly. 

"Can't be!" 

"What's that, Burrows?" Pineapple Joe asked. "Anything to report?" 

"I might be mistaken, but I could swear there's a bit of an updraft," Dr. Burrows said, pulling his 
head out of the gap. "Why that should be, I just don't know — unless the whole block was built with some 
form of ventilation system between each house. But I can't for the life of me imagine why it would have 
been. The most curious thing is that the duct" — he rolled over onto his back and shone his flashlight 
upward, above the hole — "appears to carry on up, just behind the normal chimney. I presume it also 
vents as part of the chimney stack, on the roof?" 

What Dr. Burrows did not tell them — did not dare tell them, because it would have appeared too 
outlandish — is that he had smelled that peculiar mustiness again: the same smell he had noticed on his 
collision with the man-in-a-hat the day before on Main Street. 


Back in the tunnel, Will and Chester were finally making progress. They were digging out the soil 
below the sandstone when Will's pickax hit something solid. 

"Drat! Don't tell me the rock carries on down here, too!" he yelled, exasperated. Chester 
immediately dropped his wheelbarrow and came running in from the main chamber. 

"What's the matter, Will?" he asked, surprised at the outburst. 

"Blast! Blast! And blast!" Will shouted. He was shocked. He had never seen Will lose his cool this 
way before; he was like a boy possessed. 

Will increased his attack with the pickax, working at fever pitch as he struck wildly at the rock face. 
Chester was forced to take a step back to avoid his swings and the torrents of sil and stone he was 
throwing out behind him. 

Suddenly Will stopped and fell silent for a moment. Then, slinging aside his pickax, he sank to his 
knees to scrape frantically at something in front of him. 

"Well, look at that!" 

"Look at what?" 

"See for yourself," Will said breathlessly. 

Chester crawled in and saw what had excited his friend so much. Where Will had cleared away the 
soil there were several courses of a brick wall visible under the sandstone layer, and he'd already 
loosened some of the first bricks. 

"But what if it's a sewer or railway tunnel or something else like that? Are you sure we should be 
doing this?" Chester said anxiously. "It might have something to do with the water supply. I don't like 
this!" 

"Calm down, Chester, there's nothing on the maps around here. We're on the edge of the old town, 


right?" 

"Right," Chester said hesitantly, unsure of what his friend was getting at. 

"Well, this won't have been anything built in the last hundred to hundred and fifty years — so it's 
unlikely to be a train tunnel, even a forgotten one, way out here. I went through all the old maps with Dad. 
I suppose it might be a sewer, but if you look at the curvature of the brick as it meets the sandstone, then 
we're probably near the top of it. It could just be the cellar wall of an old house — or maybe some 
foundations, but I wonder how it came to be built under the sandstone? Very odd." 

Chester took a couple of steps backward and said nothing, so Will resumed his efforts for a few 
minutes and then stopped, aware that his friend was still hovering nervously behind him. Will turned and 
let out a resigned sigh. 

"Look, Chester, if it makes you happy, we'll stop work for today, and I'll check with my dad tonight. 
See what he thinks." 

"Yeah, I'd rather you did, Will. You know... in case." 


Dr. Burrows said good-bye to Pineapple Joe and his daughter, promising to find out what he could 
about the house and its architecture from the local archives. He glanced at his watch and grimaced. He 
knew it wasn't right to leave the museum closed for so long, but he wanted to look at something before he 
went back. 

He walked around the square several times, examining the terraced houses on all four sides. The 
whole square had been built at the same time, and each house was identical. But what interested him was 
the idea that they might all have the mysterious ducts running through them. He crossed the road and went 
through the gate into the middle of the square, which had at its center a paved area surrounded by some 
borders of neglected rosebushes. Here he had a better view of the roofs, and he pointed with his finger as 
he tried to count exactly how many chimney pots there were on each one. 

"Just doesn't add up." He frowned. "Very peculiar indeed." 

He turned, left the square, and, making his way back to the museum, arrived just in time to close up 
for the day. 


CO 


In the dead of night, Rebecca watched from an upstairs window as a shadowy figure loitered on the 
pavement in front of the Burrowses' house. The figure, its features obscured by a hoodie and a baseball 
cap, glanced furtively both ways along the street, behaving more like a fox than a human. Satisfied that it 
wasn't being observed, it descended on the garbage bags and, seizing hold of the bulkiest, ripped a hole in 
it and quickly began to rummage through the contents with both hands. 

"Do you really think I'm that stupid?" Rebecca whispered, her breath clouding the glass of her 
bedroom window. She wasn't the slightest bit concerned. Following warnings about identity theft in the 
Highfield area, she had been fastidiously destroying any official letters, credit card bills, or bank 
statements — in fact, anything containing the family's personal details. 

In his haste to find something, the man was tossing out trash from the sack. Empty cans, food 
packaging, and a series of bottles were being strewn across the front lawn. He snatched out a handful of 
papers and held them close to his face, rotating them in his fist as he scrutinized them under the dim 
streetlight. 

"Go on," she challenged the scavenger. "Do your worst!" 

Wiping the grease and old coffee grounds off one piece of paper with his hand, he twisted around so 
he could see it more clearly under the streetlight. 

Rebecca watched as he feverishly read the letter, then grimaced as he realized it was worthless. He 
tensed his arm in a gesture of disgust and threw it down. 

Rebecca had had enough. She'd been leaning on the windowsill but now she stood up, throwing back 
the curtains. 

The man caught the movement and flicked up his eyes. He saw her and froze, then, twisting around to 
check both ends of the street again, he slouched off, glancing back at Rebecca as if defying her to call the 
police. 

Rebecca clenched her small fists in fury, knowing she would be the one who'd have to clean up the 
mess in the morning. Yet another tedious chore to add to the list! 

She closed the curtains, pulled back from the window, and went out of her bedroom onto the landing. 
She stood, listening; there were several staccato snores. Rebecca turned on her slippered feet to face the 
door of the main bedroom, at once recognizing the familiar sound. Mrs. Burrows was asleep. In the lull 
that followed she listened even harder, until she was able to discern Dr. Burrows's long nasal breaths, 
then cocked her head toward Will's bedroom, listening again until she caught the rhythm of his faster, 
shallower breathing. 

"Yes," she whispered with an exultant toss of her head. Everyone was in a deep slumber. She felt 
instantly at ease. This was her time now, when she had the house to herself and could do what she 
wanted. A time of calm before they awoke and the chaos resumed again. She drew back her shoulders and 
stepped noiselessly to the doorway of Will's room to look in. 

Nothing moved. Like a shadow flitting across the room, she whisked over to the side of his bed. She 
stood there, gazing down at him. He was asleep on his back, his arms splayed untidily above his head. 
Under the faint moonlight filtering between the half-closed curtains she studied his face. She stepped 
closer until she was leaning over him. 

Well, look at him, not a care in the world, she thought and leaned even farther over the bed. As she 
did so, she noticed a faint smudge under his nose. 

Her eyes scanned the unconscious boy until they settled on his hands. "Mud!" They were covered in 
it. He hadn't bothered to wash before getting into bed and, even more revolting, must have been picking 
his nose in his sleep. 


"Dirty dog," she hissed quietly. It was enough to disturb him, and he stretched his arms and flexed his 
fingers. Blissfully unaware of her presence, he made a low, contented noise deep in his throat, wriggling 
his body a little as he settled again. 

"You're a total waste of space," she whispered finally, then turned to where he'd thrown his filthy 
clothes on the floor. She gathered them up in her arms and left his room, going over to the wicker laundry 
basket that stood in a corner of the landing. Feeling inside all the pockets as she bundled the clothes into 
the basket, she came across a scrap of paper in Will's jeans, which she unfolded but could not read in the 
diminished light. Probably just trash, she thought, tucking it away in her bathrobe. As she withdrew her 
hand from her pocket, she caught a fingernail on the quilted material. She bit thoughtfully at the rough edge 
and strolled toward the main bedroom. Once inside, she made sure she stepped only on the precise areas 
where the floorboards under the old and worn shag carpet wouldn't creak and betray her presence. 

Just as she had watched Will, she now watched Mrs. and Dr. Burrows, as if she were trying to 
divine their thoughts. After several minutes, though, Rebecca had seen enough, and picked up Mrs. 
Burrows's empty mug from the bedside table, giving it an exploratory sniff. Ovaltine again, with a hint of 
brandy. With mug in hand, Rebecca tiptoed out of the room and went downstairs into the kitchen, 
navigating her way easily through the darkness. Placing the mug in the sink, she turned and left the kitchen 
to return to the hallway. Here she stopped again, her head inclined slightly to one side, her eyes closed, 
listening, 

So calm... and peaceful, she thought. It should always be this way. Like someone in a trance, she 
remained standing there, unmoving, until finally she drew in a deep breath through her nose, held it for a 
few seconds, then released it through her mouth. 

There was a muffled cough from upstairs. Rebecca glared resentfully in the direction of the staircase. 
Her moment had been broken, her thoughts disrupted. 

"I'm so tired of all this," she said bitterly. 

She padded over to the front door, unlatched the safety chain, and then made her way into the living 
room. The curtains were fully open, giving her a clear view of the back garden, which was dappled in 
shifting patches of silvery moonlight. Her eyes never once left the scene as she lowered herself into Mrs. 
Burrows's armchair, settling back as she continued to watch the garden and the hedge that divided it from 
the Common. And there she remained, relishing the solitude of the night and enshrouded in the chocolatey 
darkness, until the early hours. Watching. 


The next day in the museum, Dr. Burrows was growing weary of his task of arranging a display of 
some old military buttons. He exhaled loudly with sheer frustration and, hearing a car horn on the road 
outside, happened to glance up. 

Out of the corner of his eye, he caught sight of a man walking on the opposite side of the street. He 
wore a flat cap, a long coat, and, although the day was distinctly overcast with only intermittent glimpses 
of the sun, a pair of dark glasses. It might easily have been the man he had bumped into outside the 
newsstand, but he couldn't be sure, because they all looked so similar. 

What was it that was so compelling about these people? Dr. Burrows felt in his bones that there was 
something special about them, something decidedly incongruous. It was as if they had stepped straight out 
of another time — perhaps from the Georgian era, given the style of their clothing. For him, this was ona 
par with finding a piece of living history, like those reports he'd read of Asian fishermen netting 
coelacanths, or maybe something even more tantalizing than that... 

Never a man to rein in his obsessions, Dr. Burrows was well and truly hooked. There had to be a 
rational explanation for the hated-man phenomenon, and he was determined to find out what it was. 

"Right," he decided on the spot, "now's as good a time as any." 

He put down the box of buttons and hurried through the museum to the main door, locking it behind 
him. As he stepped outside onto the street, he located the man up ahead and, keeping a respectable 
distance, he followed him down Main Street. 

Dr. Burrows kept pace with the man as he left Main Street, turned onto Disraeli Street, and then 
crossed the road to take the first right onto Gladstone Street, just past the old convent. He was about fifty 
feet behind him when the man drew to a sudden halt and turned to look directly at him. 

Dr. Burrows felt a tremor of fear as he saw the sky reflecting off the man's glasses and, sure the game 
was up, immediately spun around to face the opposite direction. At a loss to know what else to do, he 
squatted down and pretended to tie an imaginary shoelace on his slip-on shoe. Without getting up he 
peered furtively over his shoulder, but the man had completely vanished. 

His eyes frantically scanning the street, Dr. Burrows began to walk briskly, then broke into a run as 
he approached the spot where he had last sighted his quarry. Coming to it, he discovered that there was a 
narrow entrance between two small buildings. He was slightly surprised that in all the times he'd been 
this way before he'd never once noticed it. It had an arched opening and ran like a narrow tunnel until it 
passed beyond the back of the houses and then continued for a short distance as an uncovered alleyway. 
Dr. Burrows peered in, but the lack of daylight in the passage made it difficult to see very much. Beyond 
the stretch of darkness, he could make out something at the far end. It was a wall, cutting off the alleyway 
altogether. A dead end. 

Checking the street one last time, he shook his head in disbelief. He couldn't see anywhere else the 
man might have gone, vanishing as abruptly as he had, so he took a deep breath and started down the 
passage. He picked his way cautiously, wary that the man might by lying in wait in an unseen doorway. As 
his eyes adjusted to the shadows, he could see that there were soggy cardboard boxes and milk bottles, 
mostly broken, scattered across the cobblestones. 

He was relieved when he emerged back into the light again, and paused to survey they scene. The 
alleyway was formed by garden walls to the left and right and was blocked at its far end by the wall of a 
three-story factory. The old building had no windows until its uppermost story and couldn't possibly have 
provided the man with any means of escape. 

So where the blazes did he go? thought Dr. Burrows as he turned and looked back up the alleyway, 
to the street, where a car flashed by. To his right, the garden wall had a three-foot-high trellis running 


along it, which would have made it almost impossible for the man to climb over. The other wall had no 
such encumbrance, so Dr. Burrows went up to it and peered over. It was a garden of sorts, neglected and 
barren, peppered with faded plastic dishes containing dark green water. 

Dr. Burrows gazed helplessly into the private wasteland and was about to forget the whole thing 
when he had a sudden change of heart. He slung his briefcase over the wall and rather awkwardly 
clambered after it. The drop was greater than he'd expected, and he landed badly, his outstretched hand 
managing to flip over one of the dishes, splattering its contents up his arm and neck. He rose to his feet, 
swore Silently, and brushed off as much as he could. 

"Blast! Blast! And blast!" he said through clenched teeth as he heard a door open behind him. 

"Hello? Who's there? What's going on?" came an apprehensive voice. 

Dr. Burrows wheeled around to face an old woman who was standing not five feet away, with three 
cats around her ankles observing him with feline indifference. The old woman's sight was apparently not 
good, judging from the way she was moving her head from side to side. She had wispy white hair and 
wore a floral housecoat. Dr. Burrows guessed she was at least in her eighties. 

"Er... Roger Burrows, pleased to meet you," Dr. Burrows said, not able to think of anything to 
explain why or how he had come to be there. The expression on the old woman's face was suddenly 
transformed. 

"Oh, Dr. Burrows, how very kind of you to drop by. What a nice surprise." 

Dr. Burrows was himself surprised and not a little confused. "Um... not at all," he replied hesitantly. 
"My pleasure entirely." 

"Gets a bit lonely with just my pussycats for company. Would you care for some tea? The kettle's on 
the boil." 

Lost for words, Dr. Burrows simply nodded. 

The old woman turned, her entourage of cats darting before her into the kitchen. "Milk and sugar?" 

"Please," Dr. Burrows said, standing outside the kitchen door as she bustled around, getting a teacup 
down from a shelf. 

"T'm sorry to turn up unannounced like this," Dr. Burrows said, in an attempt to fill the silence. "This 
is all so very kind of you." 

"No, it's you who is very kind. I should be thanking you." 

"Really?" he stuttered, still frantically trying to figure out exactly who the old woman was. 

"Yes, for your very nice letter. Can't see as well as I used to, but Mr. Embers read it to me." 

Suddenly, it all fell into place, and Dr. Burrows sighed with relief, the fog of confusion blown away 
by the cool breeze of realization. 

"The glowing sphere! It is certainly an intriguing object, Mrs. Tantrumi." 

"Oh, good, dear." 

"Mr. Embers probably told you I need to get it checked." 

She held her head to one side, waiting expectantly for him to continue while she stirred the tea. 

"...well, I was rather hoping you could show me where you found it," he finished. 

"Oh, no, dear, wasn't me — it was the gas men. Shortbread or gingersnap?" she said, holding out a 
battered cookie tin. 

"Er... shortbread, please. You were saying the gas men found it?" 

"They did. Just inside the basement." 

"Down there?" Dr. Burrows asked, looking at an open door at the bottom of a short flight of steps. 
"Mind if I take a look?" he said, pocketing the shortbread as he began to negotiate the mossy brick steps. 

Once inside the doorway he could see that the basement was divided into two rooms. The first was 
empty, save for some dishes of extremely dark and dessicated cat food and loose rubble strewn across the 
floor. He crunched through to the second room, which lay beneath the front of the house. It was much the 


same as the first, except that the light was poorer in here and there was an old wardrobe with a broken 
mirror, tucked in a shadowy recess. He opened one of its doors and was immediately still. 

He sniffed several times, recognizing the same musty odor he had smelled on the man in the street 
and more recently in the duct at Penny Hanson's house. As his eyes became used to the darkness, he could 
see that inside the wardrobe were several overcoats — black, as far as he could tell — and an assortment 
of flat caps and other headwear stacked in a compartment to one side. 

Beneath the hat compartment, he found a small drawer, which he slid open. Inside were five or six 
pairs of glasses. Taking one of these and pulling an overcoat from its hanger, he made his way back out 
into the garden. 

"Mrs. Tantrumi," he called from the bottom of the steps. She waddled to the kitchen door. "Did you 
know there's quite a few things ina wardrobe down here?" 

"Are there?" 

"Yes, some coats and sunglasses. Do they belong to you?" 

"No, hardly ever go down there myself. The ground's too uneven. Would you bring them closer so I 
can see?" 

He went to the kitchen door, and she reached out and ran her fingers over the material of the overcoat 
as if she were stroking the head of an unfamiliar cat. Heavy and waxy to the touch, the coat felt strange to 
her. The cut was old-fashioned, with a shoulder cape of heavier material. 

"I can't say I've ever seen this before. My husband, God rest his soul, may have left it down there," 
she said dismissively and returned to the kitchen. 

Dr. Burrows examined the dark glasses. They consisted of two pieces of thick and absolutely flat, 
almost opaque, glass, similar to welder's goggles, with curious spring mechanisms on the arms on either 
side — evidently to keep them snug against the wearer's head. He was puzzled. Why would the strange 
people keep their belongings in a forgotten wardrobe in an empty basement? 

"Does anyone else come here, Mrs. Tantrumi?" Dr. Burrows said to her as she started to pour the tea 
with a very shaky hand. 

There was a lull in the rattling as she looked confused. "I really don't know what you mean," she 
said, as if Dr. Burrows was suggesting she had been doing something improper. 

"It's just that I've seen some rather odd characters around this part of town — always wearing big 
coats and sunglasses like these...," Dr. Burrows trailed off, because the old woman was looking so 
anxious. 

"Oh, I hope they aren't those criminal types one hears about. I don't feel safe here anymore—" 

"So you haven't seen any people in coats like these — men with white hair?" Dr. Burrows 
interrupted. 

"No, dear, can't say I know what you're talking about." She looked inquiringly at him, then resumed 
pouring the tea. "Do come in and sit down." 

"T'll just put these back," Dr. Burrows said, returning to the basement. Before he left, he couldn't 
resist another quick look around the place, even resorting to stamping on the ground to see if there was a 
trapdoor hidden there. He did the same in the small garden, stamping around the lawn while trying to 
avoid the plastic dishes, all the time watched curiously by Mrs. Tantrumi's cats. 


On the other side of town, Chester and Will were back in the Forty Pits tunnel. 
"So what did your dad say? What does he think we've found?" Chester asked as Will used a mallet 
and coal chisel to loosen the mortar between the bricks in the unidentified structure. 


"We looked at the maps again, and there's nothing on them." He was lying; Dr. Burrows had not 
emerged from the cellar before Will had gone to bed and had left the house before Will was up in the 
morning. 

"No water mains, sewers, or anything on this plot," Will went on, trying to reassure Chester. "The 
brickwork is pretty solid, you know — this thing was built to last." Will had already removed two layers 
of bricks but hadn't yet broken through. "Look, if I'm wrong about this and anything gushes out, just make 
sure you get yourself to the far side of the main chamber. The flow should carry you up to the entrance," 
Will said, redoubling his efforts on the brickwork. 

"What?" Chester asked quickly. "A flow... carry me up? I don't like the sound of that at all. I'm out of 
here." He turned to go, paused as if undecided, then made up his mind and began walking toward the main 
chamber, grumbling to himself all the way. 

Will simply shrugged. There was no way he was going to stop, not with the possibility that he could 
bring to light some fantastic mystery, something so important that it would bowl over his father, and that 
he'd discovered by himself. And no one was going to stop him, not even Chester. He immediately 
proceeded to chisel around another brick, chipping away at the wedge of mortar at its edge. 

Without warning, part of the mortar exploded with a high pneumatic hiss, and a chunk of it shot 
straight past Will's gloved hands like a stone bullet and struck the tunnel wall behind him. He dropped his 
tools and flopped back onto the ground in astonishment. Shaking his head, he pulled himself together and 
set about the task of removing the brick, which he accomplished in seconds. 

"Hey, Chester!" Will called. 

"Yeah, what?" Chester shouted gruffly from the main chamber. "What is it?" 

"There's no water!" Will shouted back, his voice echoing oddly. "Come and see." 

Chester reluctantly retraced his steps. He found that Will had indeed penetrated the wall and was 
holding his face up to the small breach he'd made, sniffing at the air. 

"It's definitely not a sewage pipe, but it was under pressure," Will said. 

"Could it be a gas pipe?" 

"Nope, doesn't smell like it and, anyway, they've never been made of brick. Judging by the echo, it's 
quite a large space." His eyes flashed with anticipation. "I just knew we were on to something. Get me a 
candle and the iron rod from the main chamber, will you?" 

When Chester returned, Will lit the candle a good distance back from the hole and then carried it 
slowly before him, nearer and nearer to the opening, watching the flame intently with every step he took. 

"What does that do?" Chester asked as he looked on in fascination. 

"If there are any gases you'll notice a difference in the way it burns," Will answered matter-of-factly. 
"They did this when they cracked open the pyramids." There was no change in the flickering flame as he 
brought it closer, then held it directly in front of the opening. "Looks like we're all clear," he said as he 
blew out the flame and reached for the iron rod Chester had leaned against the tunnel wall. He carefully 
lined up the ten-foot pole with the hole and then rammed it through, pushing it all the way in until only a 
short length protruded from between the bricks. 

"It hasn't hit anything — it's pretty big," Will said excitedly, grunting with exertion as he checked the 
depth by letting the end of the pole swing down. "But I think I can feel what might be the floor. OK, let's 
widen this a bit more." 

They worked together and within moments had removed enough bricks for Will to slither through 
headfirst. He landed with a muffled groan. 

"Will, are you all right?" Chester called. 

"Yes. Just a bit of a drop," he replied. "Come in feetfirst, and I'll guide you down." 

Chester made it through after a tremendous struggle, his shoulders being broader that Will's. Once he 
was in, they both began to look around. 


It was an octagonal chamber, with each of its eight walls arching up to a central point about twenty 
feet above their heads. At its apex was what appeared to be a carved stone rose. They shone their 
flashlights in hushed reverence, taking in the Gothic beading set into the perfectly laid brickwork. The 
floor was also constructed from bricks laid end on end. 

"Awesome!" Chester whispered. "Who'd have ever expected to find anything like this?" 

"It's like the crypt of a church, isn't it?" Will said. "But the strangest thing is..." 

"Yes?" Chester shone his flashlight at Will. 

"It's absolutely bone-dry. And the air's sort of sharp, too. I'm not sure—" 

"Have you seen this, Will?" Chester interrupted, flicking his light around the floor and then over the 
wall nearest to him. "There's something written on the bricks. All of them!" 

Will immediately swiveled around to study the wall closest to him, reading the elaborate Gothic 
script carved into the face of every brick. "You're right. They're names: James Hobart, Andrew Kellogg, 
William Butts, John Cooper..." 

"Simon Jennings, Daniel Lethbridge, Silas Samuels, Abe Winterbotham, Caryll Pickering... there 
must be thousands in here," Chester said. 

Will pulled his mallet from his belt and began to knock on the walls, taking soundings to see if there 
was any sign of a hollow or adjoining passage. He had methodically tapped away at two of the eight 
walls when for no apparent reason he suddenly stopped. He clapped a hand to his forehead and 
swallowed hard. 

"Do you feel that?" he asked Chester. 

"Yeah, my ears popped," Chester agreed, sticking a gloved finger roughly into one of his ears. "Just 
like when you take off in a plane." 

They were both silent, as if waiting for something to happen. Then they felt a tremor, an inaudible 
tone, somewhat akin to a low note played on an organ — a throbbing was building, seemingly within their 
skulls. 

"I think we should get out." Chester looked at his friend blankly, swallowing now not because of his 
ears but because of the waves of nausea welling up inside him. 

For once Will did not disagree. He gulped a quick yes, blinking as spots appeared before his eyes. 

They both clambered back through the gap in double-quick time, then made their way to the 
armchairs in the main cavern and slumped down in them. Although they had said nothing of it to each other 
at the time, the inexplicable sensations had ceased almost immediately after they were outside the 
chamber. 

"What was that in there?" Chester asked, opening his mouth wide to flex his jaw and pressing the 
palms of his hands against his ears. 

"I don't know," Will replied. "I'll get my dad to come and see it — he might have an explanation. 
Must be a pressure buildup or something." 

"Do you think it's a crypt, from where a church once stood... with all those names?" 

"Maybe," Will replied, deep in thought. "But somebody — craftsmen, stonemasons — built it very 
carefully, not even leaving any debris behind as they went, and then just as carefully sealed it up. Why in 
the world would they go to all that trouble?" 

"I didn't think of that. You're right." 

"And there was no way in or out. I couldn't find any sign of connecting passages — not a single one. 
A self-contained chamber with names, like some sort of memorial or something?" Will pondered, 
completely befuddled. "What are we on to here?" 


Having learned that Rebecca could be very unforgiving and that it was really not worth incurring her 
wrath — not just before mealtimes, at any rate — Will shook himself down and stamped the worst of the 
mud from his boots before bursting in through the front door. Slinging his backpack to the floor, he froze in 
astonishment, the tools inside still clattering against one another. 

A very odd scene greeted him. The door to the living room was closed, and Rebecca was crouched 
down beside it, her ear pressed to the keyhole. She frowned the moment she saw him. 

"What—" Will's question was cut short as Rebecca rose swiftly, shushing him with a forefinger to 
her lips. She seized her bemused brother by the arm and pulled him forcibly into the kitchen. 

"What's going on?" Will demanded in an indignant whisper. 

This was all very odd indeed. Rebecca, the original Little Miss Perfect, was in the very act of 
eavesdropping on their parents, something he would never have expected from her. 

But there was something even more remarkable than this: the living room door itself. It was closed. 
Will turned his head to look at it again, not quite believing his eyes. 

"That door had been wedged open for as long as I can remember," he said. "You know how she hates 
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"They're arguing!" Rebecca said momentously. 

"They're what? About what?" 

"T'm not sure. The first thing I heard was Mum shouting at him to shut the door, and I was just trying 
to hear more when you barged in." 

"You must have heard something." 

Rebecca didn't answer him immediately. 

"Come on," Will pressed her. "What did you hear?" 

"Well," she started slowly, "she was screaming that he was a royal failure... and that he should stop 
wasting his time on complete nonsense." 

"What else?" 

"Couldn't hear the rest, but they were both very angry. They were sort of growling at each other. It 
must be really important — she's missing Friends!" 

Will opened the fridge and idly inspected a container of yogurt before putting it back. "So what could 
it be about, then? I don't remember them ever doing this before." 

Just then the living room door was flung open, making both Will and Rebecca jump, and Dr. Burrows 
stormed out, his face bright red and his eyes thunderous as he made a beeline for the cellar door. 
Fumbling with his key and muttering incomprehensibly under his breath, he unlocked it and then banged it 
shut behind him. 

Will and Rebecca were still peering around the corner of the kitchen door when they heard Mrs. 
Burrows shouting. 

"YOU'RE GOOD FOR NOTHING, YOU PATHETIC FOSSIL! YOU CAN STAY DOWN THERE 
AND ROT FOR ALL I CARE, YOU STUPID OLD RELIC!" she shrieked at the top of her lungs as she 
slammed the living room door with an almighty crash. 

"That can't be good for the paintwork," Will said distantly. 

Rebecca was so intent on what was happening, she didn't appear to have heard him. 

"God, this is so freakin’ annoying. I really need to talk to him about what we found today," he 
continued, grumbling. 

This time she did hear him. "You can forget that! My advice is to just stay out of the way until things 
blow over." She stuck out her chin with great self-importance. "If they ever do. Anyway, the food's ready. 


Just help yourself. In fact, you can help yourself to the whole thing... I don't think anyone else is going to 
have an appetite." 

Without a further word, Rebecca spun around and left the room. Will moved his eyes from the empty 
doorway where she'd been to the oven and gave a small shrug. 

He wolfed down two and a half of the oven-ready meals and then made his way upstairs in the now 
uncannily quiet house. There wasn't even the usual strains of the television coming from the living room 
below as, sitting up in his bed, he meticulously polished his shovel until it gleamed and sent reflections 
rippling across the ceiling. Then he leaned over to lay it gently on the floor, switched off the light on his 
bedside table, and slid under his blankets. 


ee 


Will woke with a lazy yawn, looking blearily around the room, until he noticed the light creeping in 
at the edges of the curtains. He sat up sharply as it dawned on him that something was not quite right. 
There was a surprising lack of the usual morning hubbub in the house. He glanced at his alarm clock. He'd 
overslept. The events of last night had completely thrown him and he'd forgotten to set it. 

He found some relatively clean items of his school uniform in the bottom of his closet and, quickly 
throwing them on, went across to the bathroom to brush his teeth. 

Emerging from the bathroom he saw that the door to Rebecca's room was open, and he paused 
outside to listen for a moment. He'd learned not to blunder straight in; this was her inner sanctum, and she 
had berated him for entering unannounced several times before. Because there were no signs of life, he 
decided to take a look. It was as spotless as ever — her bed immaculately made and her home clothes 
laid out in readiness for her return from school — everything clean and shipshape and in its place. He 
spotted her little black alarm clock on her bedside table. Why didn't she get me up? he thought. 

He then saw that his parents' door was ajar, too, and he couldn't resist putting his head around the 
corner. The bed hadn't been slept in. This was not right at all. 

Where were they? Will reflected on the previous evening's argument between his parents, the gravity 
of which now began to sink in. 

Although he'd never stopped to give it much thought, Will was aware that his home life was pretty 
strange, to say the least. All four members of the family were so different, as if they'd been thoughtlessly 
thrown together by circumstances beyond their control, like four complete strangers who happened to 
share the same car on a train. Somehow it had hung together; each knew his or her place, and the end 
result, if not entirely happy, had seemed to have found its own peculiar equilibrium. But now the whole 
thing was in danger of coming crashing down. At least that was how it felt to Will that morning. 

As he stood in the middle of the landing, he listened to the disquieting silence again, glancing from 
bedroom door to bedroom door. This was serious. 

"It would have to happen now... just when I've found something so amazing," he muttered to himself. 
He longed to speak to Dr. Burrows, to tell him about the Pits tunnel and the strange chamber that he and 
Chester had stumbled upon. It was as if it all meant nothing without his approval, his "Well done, Will," 
and his fatherly smile of pride in his son's achievement. 

As he tiptoed downstairs, Will had the oddest feeling of being an intruder in his own home. He 
glanced at the living room door. It was still closed. Mum must have slept in there, he thought as he went 
into the kitchen. On the table was a single bowl; from the few remaining Rice Krispies clinging to it, he 
could tell that his sister had already had her breakfast and left for school. The fact that she hadn't cleaned 
up after herself, and the absence of his father's cornflakes bowl and teacup on the table or in the sink, 
caused vague alarm bells to ring in his head. This frozen snapshot of everyday activity had become the 
clue to a mystery, like the little pieces of evidence at a crime scene, which, if read in the right way, would 
give him the answer to what exactly was going on. 

But it was no good. He could find no answers here, and he realized he had to be on his way. 

"This is like a bad dream," he grumbled to himself as he hastily poured his Wheaties into a bowl. 
"Total cave-in," he added, glumly crunching on the cereal. 


Chester lounged in one of the two broken-down armchairs in the main chamber of the Forty Pits 
tunnel. He formed yet another little marble of clay between his fingertips, adding it to the growing pile on 
the table next to him. He then began to aim them halfheartedly, one after another, at the neck of an empty 
water bottle that he had balanced precariously on the rim of a nearby wheelbarrow. 

Will was long overdue, and as Chester threw the little projectiles he wondered what could have 
possibly gotten in the way of his friend's arrival. This alone wasn't of great concern, but he was anxious to 
tell Will what he'd discovered when he had first entered the excavation site. 

When Will finally appeared, he was walking at a snail's pace down the incline of the entrance tunnel, 
his shovel resting on his shoulder and his head hung low. 

"Hi, Will," Chester said brightly as he lobbed a whole handful of the clay balls at the defiant bottle. 
All of them predictably failed to hit the mark. There was a moment of disappointment before Chester 
turned to Will for a response. But Will merely grunted, and when he did look up, Chester was disturbed 
by the marked lack of sparkle in his friend's eyes. Chester had noticed something wasn't right over the past 
couple of days at school — Will seemed to be avoiding him, and when Chester had caught up with him, he 
had been withdrawn and uncommunicative. 

An uneasy silence grew between them in the chamber until Chester, unable to stand it any longer, 
blurted out, "There's a block—" 

"My dad's gone," Will cut him off. 

"What?" 

"He locked himself in the cellar, but now we think he's gone." 

Suddenly, it became clear to Chester why his friend's behavior had been odder than usual. He 
opened his mouth and then shut it again. He had absolutely no idea what to say. 

As if exhausted, Will slumped down in the other armchair. 

"When did this happen?" Chester asked awkwardly. 

"Couple of days ago — he had some sort of fight with Mum." 

"What does she think?" 

"Hah, nothing! She hasn't said a word to us since he went,” Will answered. 

Chester glanced at the tunnel branching off the chamber and then at Will, who was contemplatively 
rubbing a smear of dried mud from the shaft of the shovel. Chester took a deep breath and spoke 
hesitantly. "I'm sorry, but... there's something else you should know." 

"What's that?" Will said quietly. 

"The tunnel's blocked." 

"What?" Will said. In a flash, he became animated again. He sprang out of the armchair and dashed 
into the mouth of the tunnel. Sure enough, the entrance to the peculiar brick room was impassable — in 
fact, only half of the passage still remained. 

"I don't believe it." Will stared helplessly at the tightly packed barrier of soil and stone that reached 
right up to the roof of the tunnel, closing it off completely. He tested the props and stay immediately in 
front of it, tugging at them with both hands and kicking their bases with the steel toe cap of his work boot. 
"Nothing wrong with those," he said, squatting down to test several areas of the spoil from the pile with 
his palms. He cupped his hand, scooped up some of the earth, and examined it as Chester watched, 
admiring the way his friend was investigating the scene. 

"Weird." 

"What is?" Chester asked. 

Will held the dirt up to his nose and sniffed it deeply. Then, taking a pinch of the soil, he discarded 


the rest of it. He continued to rub it slowly between his fingertips for several seconds and then turned to 
Chester with a frown. 

"What's up, Will?" 

"The props farther into the tunnel were completely sound — I gave them a once-over before we left 
last time. And there hasn't been any rain recently, has there?" 

"No, I don't think so," Chester replied. 

"No, and this dirt doesn't feel nearly damp enough to cause the roof to slip in — there's no more 
moisture than you'd expect. But the weirdest thing is all this." He reached down, plucked out a chunk of 
stone from the pile, and tossed it over to Chester, who caught it and examined it with a bewildered 
expression. 

"Tm sorry, I don't understand. What's important about this?" 

"It's limestone. This infill has bits of limestone in it. Feel the surface of the rock. It's chalky — 
totally the wrong texture for sandstone. That's particulate." 

"Particulate?" Chester asked. 

"Yes, much more grainy. Hang on, let me check to make sure I'm right," Will said as he produced his 
penknife and, folding out the largest blade, used it to pick at the clean face of another piece of the rock, 
talking the whole time. "You see, they're both sedimentary rocks, and they look pretty much the same. 
Sometimes it's quite hard to tell the difference. The tests you can use are to dropacid on it — it makes 
limestone fizz — or look at it with a magnifying glass to see the coarser quartz grains you only get in 
sandstone. But this is the best method by far. Here we go," Will announced as he took a minute flake of the 
stone he'd pried from the sample and, to Chester's amazement, slipped it off the blade and into his mouth. 
The he began to nibble it between his front teeth. 

"What are you doing, Will?" 

"Mmmm," Will replied thoughtfully, still grinding it. "Yes, I'm pretty sure this is limestone... You 
see, it breaks down into a smooth paste... If it was sandstone, it'd be crunchier, and even squeak a little as 
I bit it." 

Chester winced as he heard the sounds coming from his friend's mouth. "Are you serious? Doesn't 
that crack your teeth?" 

"Hasn't yet." Will grinned. He reached into his mouth to reposition the flake and chewed on it for a 
little longer. "Definitely limestone," he finally decreed, spitting out what was left of the flake of rock. 
"Want a taste?" 

"No, I'm fine, really," Chester replied without a moment's hesitation. "Thanks anyway." 

Will waved his hand in the direction of the roof over the cave-in. "I don't believe there'd be a 
deposit — an isolated pocket of limestone — anywhere near here. I know the geology of this area pretty 
well." 

"So what are you getting at?" Chester asked with a frown. "Someone came down here and blocked 
up the tunnel with all this stuff?" 

"Yes... no... oh, I don't know," Will said, kicking the edge of the huge heap in frustration. "All I do 
know is that there's something very funny about all this." 

"Tt might've been one of the gangs. Could it be the Clan?" Chester suggested, adding, "Or maybe even 
the Click?" 

"No, that's not likely," Will said, turning to survey the tunnel behind him. "There'd be other signs that 
they'd been here. And why would they just block up this tunnel? You know what they're like — they 
would've wrecked the whole excavation. No, it doesn't make sense," he said, bemused. 

"No," Chester echoed. 

"But whoever it was, they really didn't want us to go back in there, did they?" 


Rebecca was in the kitchen doing her homework when Will returned home. He was just slotting his 
shovel into the umbrella stand and hanging his yellow hard hat on the end of it when she called to him 
from around the corner. 

"You're back early." 

"Yeah, we had some trouble in one of the tunnels and I couldn't be bothered to do any digging," he 
said as he slumped down dejectedly in the chair on the opposite side of the table. 

"No digging?" Rebecca said with mock concern. "Things must be worse than I thought!" 

"We had a roof fall in." 

"Oh, right...,"" she said remotely. 

"I can't figure out what happened. It couldn't be seepage, and the really odd thing was that the 
infill...," he trailed off as Rebecca rose from the table and busied herself at the kitchen sink, clearly not 
listening to a word he was saying. This didn't bother Will unduly; he was used to being ignored. He 
wearily rested his head in his hands for a moment, but then raised it with a start as something occurred to 
him. 

"You don't think he's in trouble down there, do you?" he said. 

"Who?" Rebecca asked as she rinsed out a saucepan. 

"Dad. Because it's been so quiet, we've all assumed he's gone somewhere, but he could still be in the 
cellar. If he hasn't eaten for two whole days, he might have collapsed." Will rose from his chair. "I'm 
going to take a look," he said decisively to Rebecca's back. 

"Can't do that. No way," she said, spinning around to face him. "You know he doesn't let us go down 
there without him." 

"T'm going to get the spare key." With that, Will hurried out of the room, leaving Rebecca standing by 
the sink, clenching and unclenching her fists in her yellow rubber gloves. 

He reappeared seconds later. "Well, are you coming or not?" 

Rebecca made no move to follow him, turning her head to look out the kitchen window as if mulling 
something over. 

"Come on!" A flash of anger suffused Will's face. 

"Fine... whatever," she agreed as she seemed to come to again, snapping off her gloves and placing 
them very precisely on the drainer at the side of the sink. 

They went to the cellar door and unlocked it very quietly, so their mother wouldn't hear. They didn't 
need to worry, though, since the sound of a barrage of gunfire was coming thick and fast from inside the 
living room. 

Will turned on the light and they descended the varnished oak stairs he had helped his father fix into 
place. As they stood on the gray-painted concrete floor, they both looked around in silence. There was no 
sign of Dr. Burrows. The room was crammed with his belongings, but nothing was that different from the 
last time Will had seen it. His father's extensive library covered two walls, and on another were shelves 
housing his «personal» finds, including a railwayman's lamp, the ticket machine from the disused railway 
station, and a careful arrangement of primitive little clay heads with clumsy features. Against the fourth 
wall stood a workbench, on which his computer sat, with a half-consumed candy bar in front of it. 

As Will surveyed the scene, the only thing that seemed out of place was a wheelbarrow filled with 
dirt and small rocks by the door to the garden. 

"I wonder what that's doing in here," he said. 

Rebecca shrugged. 

"It's funny... I saw him taking a load out to the Common," Will went on. 


"When was that?" Rebecca asked, frowning thoughtfully. 

"It was a couple of weeks ago... in the middle of the night. I suppose he could have brought this in 
for analysis or something." He reached into the wheelbarrow, took some of the loose soil into his palm, 
and examined it closely, rolling it around with his index finger. Then he held it up to his nose and breathed 
in deeply. "High clay content," he pronounced and sunk both hands deep into the soil, lifting out two large 
fistfuls, which he squeezed and then released, sprinkling them slowly back into the barrow. He turned to 
Rebecca with a quizzical expression. 

"What?" she said impatiently. 

"I was just wondering where this could have come from," he said. "It's..." 

"What are you talking about? He's obviously not here, and none of this is going to help us find him!" 
Rebecca said with such unnecessary vehemence that Will was left speechless. "Come on, let's go back 
upstairs," she urged him. Not waiting for Will to respond, she stomped up the wooden steps, leaving him 
alone in the cellar. 

"Women!" Will muttered, echoing a sentiment his father often imparted to him. "Never know where 
you are with them!" Rebecca in particular had always been a total mystery to Will — he couldn't decide 
whether she said the things she did on a whim, or if there was really something much deeper and more 
complex going on inside that well-groomed head of hers, something he couldn't even begin to understand. 

Whatever it was, it was no use worrying about that now, not when there were other, more important 
things to consider. He blew dismissively and rubbed his hands together to get the soil off, then stood 
motionless in the center of the room until his inquisitiveness got the better of him. He went over to the 
bench, flicking casually through the papers on top of it. There were photocopied articles about Highfield, 
pictures of old houses in faded sepia tones, and ragged sections of maps. One of these caught his eye — 
comments had been scribbled on it in pencil. He recognized his father's spidery handwriting. 

Martineau Square — the key? Ventilation for what? Will read, frowning as he traced the network 
of lines drawn in pencil through the houses on each side of the square. "What was he up to?" he asked 
himself out loud. 

Peering under the bench, he found his father's briefcase and emptied out its contents, mostly 
magazines and newspapers, onto the floor. In a side pocket of the briefcase, he found some loose change 
in a small brown paper bag and a clutch of empty chocolate bar wrappers. Then, crouching down, he 
began to check through the archive boxes stored under the bench, sliding each one out and flicking through 
its contents. 

His search was cut short by his sister's insistence that he come and eat his supper before it got too 
cold. But before returning upstairs, he made a short detour over to the back door to check the coats 
hanging there. His father's hard hat and overalls were gone. 

Back up in the hallway, he passed a cacophony of applause and laughter from behind the closed 
living room door as he went into the kitchen. 

The two of them ate in silence until Will looked up at Rebecca. She had a fork in one hand and a 
pencil in the other as she did her math homework. 

"Rebecca, have you seen Dad's hard hat or his overalls?" he asked. 

"No, he always keeps them in the cellar. Why?" 

"Well, they're not there," Will said. 

"Maybe he left them at a dig somewhere.” 

"Another dig? No — he would've told me about it. Besides, when would he have had the chance to 
go off and do that? He was always here or at the museum — he never went anywhere else, did he? Not 
without telling me...," Will trailed off as Rebecca watched him intently. 

"I know that look. You've thought of something, haven't you?" she said suspiciously. 

"No, it's nothing," he replied. "Really." 


The next day, Will awoke early and, wanting to forget about his father's disappearance, donned his 
work clothes and ran energetically downstairs, thinking he would grab a quick breakfast and maybe meet 
up with Chester to excavate the blocked tunnel at the Forty Pits site. Rebecca was already lurking in the 
kitchen; by the way she collared him the moment he turned the corner, it was obvious she'd been waiting 
for him. 

"It's up to us to do something about Dad, you know," she said as Will looked at her with a slightly 
startled expression. "Mum's not going to do anything — she's lost it." 

Will just wanted to get out of the house; he was desperately trying to pretend to himself that 
everything was normal. Since the night of the argument between his parents, he and Rebecca had been 
getting themselves to school as usual. The only break from the norm was that they had been eating their 
meals in the kitchen without their mother. She had been stealing out to help herself to whatever was to be 
found in the fridge and had been eating it, predictably enough, in front of the television. It was clear what 
she'd been up to, because pies and chunks of cheese had gone missing, along with whole loaves of bread 
and tubs of margarine. 

They had seen her on a couple of occasions in the hallway as she shambled to the bathroom in her 
nightgown and her slippers with the backs trodden down. But the only acknowledgment Will or Rebecca 
received on these chance encounters was a vague nod. 

"I've decided something. I'm going to call the police," Rebecca said, standing in front of the 
dishwasher. 

"Do you really think we should? Maybe we ought to wait a while," Will said. He knew the situation 
didn't look good, but he wasn't quite ready to take that step yet. "Anyway, where do you think he could 
have gone?" he asked. 

"Your guess is as good as mine," Rebecca answered sharply. 

"I went by the museum yesterday and it was all closed up." It hadn't been open for days now — not 
that anyone had called to complain. 

"Maybe he just decided he'd had enough of... of everything," Rebecca suggested. 

"But why?" 

"People go missing all the time. Who knows why? Rebecca shrugged her slim shoulders. "But we're 
going to have to take the matter in hand now," she said resolutely. "And we have to tell Mum what we're 
going to do." 

"All right," Will agreed reluctantly. He glanced at his shovel with longing as they entered the 
hallway. He just wanted to get away from the house and back to something he understood. 

Rebecca knocked on the living room door and they both shuffled in. Mrs. Burrows didn't seem to 
notice them; her gaze didn't waver from the television for an instant. They both stood there, unsure what to 
do next, until Rebecca went up to Mrs. Burrows's chair, took the remote from where it rested on the arm, 
and turned off the television. 

Mrs. Burrows's eyes remained exactly where they had been on the now-blank screen. Will could see 
the three of them relected in it, three small, unmoving figures trapped within the bounds of the darkened 
rectangle. He drew in a deep breath, telling himself he was the one who should take charge of the 
situation, not his sister as usual. 

"Mum," Will said nervously. "Mum, we can't find Dad anywhere and... it's been four days now." 

"We think we should call the police...," Rebecca said, quickly adding, "...unless you know where he 
is." 

Mrs. Burrows's eyes dropped from the screen to the video recorders below it, but they could both 


see that she wasn't focusing on anything and that her expression was terribly sad. She suddenly seemed so 
very helpless; Will just wanted to ask her what was wrong, what had happened, but couldn't bring himself 
to. 

"Yes," Mrs. Burrows replied softly. "If you want to." And that was it. She fell silent, her eyes still 
downcast, and they both filed out of the room. 

For the first time, the full implications of his father's disappearance came home to Will. What was 
going to happen to them without him around? They were in serious trouble. All of them. His mother most 
of all. 

Rebecca called the local police station, and two officers arrived several hours later, a man and a 
woman, both in uniform. Will let them in. 

"Rebecca Burrows?" the policeman asked, looking past Will into the house as he removed his hat. 
He took out a small notebook from his breast pocket and flipped it open. Just then, the radio on his lapel 
issued a burp of unintelligible speech, and he slid the switch on its side to silence it. "Sorry 'bout that," he 
said. 

The female officer spoke to Rebecca. "You made the call?" 

Rebecca nodded in response, and the woman gave her a comforting smile. "You mentioned your 
mother was here. Can we talk to her, please?" 

"She's in here," Rebecca said, leading the way to the living room and knocking lightly on the door. 
"Mum," she called softly, opening the door for the two officers and then standing to one side to let them 
through. Will started to follow them in, but the policeman turned to him. 

"Tell you what, son, I could murder a cup of coffee." 

As the policeman shut the door behind him Will turned to Rebecca with an expectant look. 

"Oh, all right, I'll make it," she said irritably and headed for the kettle. 

Waiting in the kitchen, they could hear the low drone of adult conversation coming from behind the 
door, until — several cups of coffee and what felt like an eternity later — the policeman emerged alone. 
He walked in and placed his cup and saucer on the table next to them. 

"Tm just going to take a quick look around the place," he said. "For clues," he added with a wink, 
and had left the kitchen and gone upstairs before either of them could react. They sat there, peering up at 
the ceiling as they listened to his muffled footsteps moving from room to room on the floor above. 

"What does he think he's going to find?" Will said. They heard him come downstairs again and walk 
around the ground floor, and then he appeared back in the kitchen doorway. He fixed Will with an 
inquiring look. 

"There's a basement, isn't there, son?" 

Will took the policeman down into the cellar and stood at the bottom of the oak steps while the man 
cast his eye over the room. He seemed to be particularly interested in Dr. Burrows's exhibits. 

"Unusual things your dad has. I suppose you've got receipts for all these?" he said, picking up one of 
the dusty clay heads. Noticing Will's startled expression, he continued, "Only joking. I understand he 
works in the local museum, doesn't he?" 

Will nodded. 

"I went there once... on a school trip, I think." He spotted the dirt in the wheelbarrow. "So what's all 
that?" 

"I don't know. Could be from a dig that Dad's been doing. We usually do them together." 

"Dig?" he asked, and Will nodded in reply. 

"I think T'd like to take a look outside now," the policeman announced, his eyes narrowing as he 
studied Will intently and his demeanor taking on a sternness that Will hadn't seen before. 

In the garden, Will watched as he systematically searched the borders. Then he turned his attention to 
the lawn, crouching down every so often to examine the bald patches where one of their neighbor's cats 


was accustomed to relieving itself, killing off the grass. He spent al little time peering at the Common 
over the ramshackle fence at the end of the yard before coming back into the house. Will followed him in, 
and as soon as they entered, the officer put his hand on his shoulder. 

"Tell me, son, no one's been doing any digging out there recently, have they?" he asked in a low 
voice, as if there was some dark secret that Will was dying to share with him. 

Will merely shook his head, and they moved into the hall, where the policeman's eyes alighted on his 
gleaming shovel in the umbrella stand. Noticing this, Will tried to maneuver himself in front of it and 
block his view. 

"Are you sure you — or any members of your family — haven't been digging in the garden?" the 
policeman asked again, staring at Will suspiciously. 

"No, not me, not for years," Will replied. "I dug a few pits on the Common when I was younger, but 
Dad put a stop to that — said someone might fall in." 

"On the Common, eh? Big holes, were they?" 

"Pretty big. Didn't find anything much there, though." 

The policeman looked at Will strangely and wrote something in his notebook. "Much like what?" he 
asked, frowning with incomprehension. 

"Oh, just some bottles and old junk." 

At that point, the policewoman came out of the living room and joined her colleague by the front 
door. 

"All right?" the policeman said to her, tucking his notebook back into his breast pocket. He gave a 
last penetrating look at Will. 

"I got everything down," the policewoman replied, and then turned to Will and his sister. "Look, I'm 
sure there's nothing to worry about, but per standard procedure we'll make some inquiries about your 
father. If you hear anything or need to talk to us — about anything at all — you can contact us at this 
number." She handed Rebecca a printed card. "In many of these cases, the person just comes back — they 
just needed to get away, have some time to think things over." She gave them a reassuring smile and then 
added, "Or calm down." 

"Calm down about what?" Rebecca ventured. "Why would our father need to calm down?" 

The officers looked a little surprised, glancing at each other and then back at Rebecca. 

"Well, after the disagreement with your mother," the policewoman said. Will was waiting for her to 
say more, to explain exactly what the argument had been about, but she turned to the other officer. "Right, 
we'd better be off." 

"Ridiculous!" Rebecca said in an exasperated tone after she had shut the door behind them. "They 
obviously haven't got the faintest idea where he's gone or what to do about it. Idiots!" 


"Will? Is that you?" Chester said, shielding his eyes from the sun as his friend emerged from the 
kitchen door into the cramped back yard behind the Rawlses' house. He had been whiling away the time 
that Sunday morning by swatting bluebottles and wasps with an old badminton racket, easy targets as they 
grew lazy in the noonday heat. He cut a comical figure in flip-flops and a beanie hat, his oversized frame 
accentuated by baggy shorts and his shoulders reddened by the sun. 

Will stood with his hands in the back pockets of his jeans, looking a little preoccupied. "I need a 
hand with something," he said, checking behind him that Chester 's parents weren't in earshot. 

"Sure, what with?" Chester replied, flicking the mutilated remains of a large fly off the frayed strings 
of his racket. 

"I want to take a quick look around the museum tonight," Will replied. "At my dad's things." 

He had Chester 's undivided attention now. 

"To see if there are any clues... in his office," Will went on. 

"What, you mean break in?" Chester said quietly. "I'm not..." 

Will cut him short. "I've got the keys." Taking his hand from his pocket, he held them up for Chester 
to see. "I just want to have a quick look, and I need somebody to watch my back." 

Will had been completely prepared to go it alone but, when he stopped to think about it, it seemed 
natural to enlist the help of his friend. Chester was the only person Will could turn to now that his father 
had gone. He and Chester had worked very effectively together in the Forty Pits tunnel, like a real team — 
and, besides, Chester seemed genuinely concerned about Will's father's whereabouts. 

Lowering his racket to his side, Chester thought for a moment as he gazed at the house and then back 
at Will again. "All right," he agreed, "but we'd better not get caught." 

Will grinned. It felt good to have a real friend, someone other than his family he could trust, for the 
first time in his life. 


After it had grown dark, the boys stole up the museum steps. Will unlocked the door and they slipped 
in quickly. The interior was just visible in the zigzag shadows thrown by interlacing bands of weak 
moonlight and the yellow neon from the street lamps outside. 

"Follow me," Will whispered to Chester and, crouching low, they crossed through the main hall 
toward the corridor, dodging between the glass cabinets and grimacing as their sneakers squeaked on the 
parquet flooring. 

"Watch the—" 

"Ouch!" Chester cried as he tripped over the marsh timber lying on the floor just inside the corridor 
and went sprawling. "What's that doing there?" he said angrily as he rubbed his shin. 

"Come on," Will whispered urgently. 

Near the end of the corridor, they found Dr. Burrows's office. 

"We can use the flashlights in here, but keep your beam down low." 

"What are we looking for?" Chester whispered. 

"Don't know yet. Let's check his desk first," Will said in a hushed voice. 

As Chester held his flashlight for him, Will sifted through the piles of papers and documents. It 
wasn't an easy task; Dr. Burrows was clearly as disorganized at work as he was at home, and there was a 
mass of paperwork spread across the desk in arbitrary piles. The computer screen was all but obscured 


by a proliferation of curling yellow Post-it notes stuck around it. As they searched, Will focused his 
efforts on anything that was written on loose-leaf pages in his father's barely legible scrawl. 

Finishing the last of the piles of papers, they found nothing of note, so they each took one side of the 
desk and started searching the drawers. 

"Wow, look at this." Chester produced what appeared to be a stuffed dog's paw fixed to an ebony 
stick from among a load of empty tobacco tins. Will simply looked at him and frowned briefly before 
resuming his search. 

"Here's something!" Chester said excitedly as he was investigating the middle drawer. Will didn't 
bother to look up from the papers in his hand, thinking it was another obscure object. 

"No, look, it's got a label with writing on it." He handed it to Will. It was a little book with covers of 
purple and brown marbling and a sticker on the front that read Ex Libris in ornate and swirling 
copperplate lettering, with a picture of an owl wearing massive round glasses. 

"Journal," Will read. "That's definitely my dad's writing." He opened the cover. "Bingo! It looks like 
a diary of some sort." He fanned through the pages. "He's written something on quite a few of these." 
Pushing it into his bag, he asked, "Are there any others?" 

They hurriedly searched the remainder of the drawers and, finding nothing else, decided it was time 
to leave. Will locked up, and the boys made their way toward the Forty Pits, because it was close by and 
they knew they wouldn't be interrupted there. As they slunk though the streets, ducking behind cars when 
anyone appeared, they felt alive with the thrill of the forbidden mission at the museum and couldn't wait to 
look at the journal they'd unearthed. Reaching the Pits, they descended into the main chamber, where they 
arranged the cage lights and made themselves comfortable in the armchairs. Will began to pore over the 
pages. 

"The first entry is not long after we discovered the lost train station," he said, looking up at Chester. 

"What train station?" 

But Will was too engrossed in the journal to explain. He recited slowly, in broken sentences, as he 
struggled to decipher his father's handwriting. 


I have recently become aware of a small and... in... incongruous grouping of 
interlopers coming and going among the general populace of Highfield. A group of people 
who have a physical appearance that sets them apart. Where they come from or what their 
purpose is I have yet to ascertain but, from my limited observation of them, I believe that all 
is not what it seems. Given their apparent numbers (5+ ?)... homogeneity of their (racial?) 
appearance... I suspect they may cohabit or at the very least... 


He trailed off as he scanned the rest of the page. "I can't quite make out the rest,"he said, looking up 
at Chester. "Here's something," he said, flicking over the page. "This is clearer." 


Today a rather intriguing and baffling artifact came into my possession by way of a Mr. 
Embers. It may well be linked to these people, although I have yet to... substantiate this. The 
object is a small globe held in a cage of some type of metal, which, at the time of this 
writing, I have not been able to identify. The globe emits light of varying intensity 
depending on the degree of background illumination. What confounds me is that the 
relationship is directly inverse — the darker the surroundings, the brighter the light it emits. 
It defies any laws of physics or chemistry with which I am familiar. 


Will held up the page so Chester could see the rough sketch his father had made. 
"Have you actually seen it?" Chester inquired. "This light thing?" 


"No, he kept all this to himself," Will replied thoughtfully. Turning the page he began to read again. 


Today I had the opportunity to... scrutinize, albeit for a brief moment, one of the pallid 
men at close quarters. 


"Pallid? As in pale? Chester said. 

"Suppose so," Will answered, and then read out his father's description of the mysterious man. He 
went on to the episode with Pineapple Joe and the inexplicable duct in the house, and his father's thoughts 
and observations on Martineau Square. There followed a large number of pages debating the likely 
structure within the terraced houses that lined the square; Will leafed through these until he came to a 
photocopied extract from a book, stapled into the journal. 

"It says Highfield's History at the top of the page, and it seems to be about someone called Sir 
Gabriel Martineau," Will read: 


Born in 1673, he was the son and heir of a successful cloth dyer in Highfield. In 1699, he 
inherited the business. Martineau, Long amp; Co. from his father and expanded it considerably, 
adding a further two factories to the original premises on Heath Street. He was known to be a 
keen inventor and was widely recognized for his expertise in the fields of chemistry, physics, 
and engineering. Indeed, although Hooke (1635-1703) is generally credited with being the 
architect behind what is essentially the modern air pump, there are a number of historians who 
believe that he built his first prototype using Martineau's drawings. 

In 1710, during a period of widespread unemployment, Martineau, a deeply religious man 
who was renowned for his philanthropic and paternal attitude toward his workforce, began to 
emply a substantial number of laborers to build dwellings for his factory workers, and 
personally designed and oversaw the construction of Martineau Square, which still stands 
today, and Grayston Villas, which was destroyed in the Blitz. Martineau soon became the 
largest employer in the Highfield district, and it was rumored that Martineau's Men (as they 
became known) were engaged in digging a substantial underground network of tunnels, 
although no evidence of these remains today. 

In 1718, Martineau's wife contracted tuberculosis and died, aged thirty-two. Thereafter 
Martineau sought solace by joining an obscure religious sect and was rarely seen in public for 
the remaining years of his life. His home, Martineau House, which formerly stood on the edge 
of what is now Highfield's historic district, was destroyed by a fire in 1733, in which 
Martineau and his two daughters are believed to have perished. 


Underneath, Dr. Burrows had written: 


Why is there no trace of these tunnels now? What were they for? I haven't been able to 
find any mention of them in the town hall records or the borough archives or anywhere. Why, 
why, why? 


Then, scrawled with such gusto the paper was wrinkled and even ripped in places, were large, crude 
capitals in blue ballpoint: 


FACT OR FICTION? 


Will frowned and turned to Chester. "This is incredible. Have you ever heard of this Martineau?" 
Chester shook his head. 


"Very weird," Will said, slowly rereading the photocopied extract. "Dad never mentioned any of 
this, not once. Why would he have kept something like this from me?" 

Will chewed his lip, his expression transforming from exasperation to one of deep preoccupation. 
Then he suddenly jerked his head up, as if he had been elbowed in the ribs. 

"What is it?" Chester said. 

"Dad was on to something that he didn't want anyone to nick from him. Not again. That's it!" Will 
cried, remembering the time when the professor from London University had pulled rank on his father and 
taken the Roman villa dig away from him. 

Chester was about to ask what Will was talking about when, in a flurry, Will began flipping forward 
through the journal. 

"More stuff about these pallid men," Will said, continuing on until he came to a part of the notebook 
where there were only the tagged stub of missing pages. "These have been torn out!" 

He thumbed through a few more pages to the final entry. Chester saw him hesitate. 

"See the date," Will said. 

"Where?" Chester leaned in. 

"It's from last Wednesday... the day he had the fight with Mum," Will said in a quiet voice, then took 
a deep breath and read aloud: 


Tonight's the night. I have found a way in. If this is what I think it is, my hypothesis, 
wild as it may seem, will be proved correct. This could be it! My chance, my last chance to 
make my mark. My moment! I have to follow my instincts. I have to go down there. I have to 
go through. 


"I don't understand—" Chester began. 
Will held up his hand to silence his friend and continued: 


It could be dangerous, but it's something I have to do. I have to show them — if my 
theory is right, they'll see! They'll have to. I am not just a bumbling curator. 


And then Will read the final sentence, which was underscored several times. 
I will be remembered! 


"Wow!" Will exclaimed, sitting back in the damp armchair. "This is incredible." 

"Yes," Chester agreed somewhat halfheartedly. He was beginning to think that Will's father had 
perhaps not been completely sane. It sounded to him suspiciously like the ramblings of someone who was 
losing it, big-time. 

"So what was he onto? What was this theory he was talking about?" Will said, flipping back to the 
ripped-out pages. "I'll bet this is where it was. He didn't want anyone to steal his ideas." Will was 
buzzing now. 

"Yes, but where do you think he's actually gone?" Chester asked. "What does he mean by go through, 
Will?" 

This took the wind out of Will's sails. He looked blankly at Chester. 

"Well," he began slowly, "two things have been bugging me. First is, I saw him working on 
something at home very early one morning — 'bout two weeks before he disappeared. I figured he was 
digging on the Common... but that doesn't stack up." 

"Why?" 

"Well, when I saw him, I'm sure he was pushing a barrowload of spoil to the Common, not away 


from it. Second thing is, I cant find his overalls or hard hat anywhere." 


"Oi, Snowflake, I hear you old man's done a runner," a voice shouted at Will as soon as he entered 
the classroom. There was an immediate hush as everyone turned to look at Will, who, gritting his teeth, sat 
down at his desk and started to take books out of his bag. 

It was Speed, a vicious, skinny kid with greasy black hair who was the self-appointed leader of a 
gang of similarly unpleasant characters. 

"Can't blame him, can you? Probably got sick of you!" Speed sneered, his voice dripping with 
derision. 

Hunched doggedly over his desk, Will did his best to pretend he was searching for a page in his 
textbook. 

"Sick of his freak of a son!" Speed shouted, in that horribly guttural yet slightly squeaky way that 
only someone whose voice is in the process of breaking can do. 

The fury welled up inside Will. His pulse raced and his face felt hot; he hated that it would be 
betraying his anger. As he remained with his eyes fixed steadfastly on the absolutely meaningless page 
before him, he experienced, just for a fraction of a second, a moment of incredible self-doubt and guilt. 
Maybe Speed was right. Maybe it was his fault. Maybe he was partly to blame for his father's departure. 

He dismissed the thought almost immediately, telling himself that it couldn't have been because of 
him. Whatever the reason, his father wouldn't have just walked out. It must have been something serious... 
something deadly serious. 

"And totally over you mental mum!" Speed bawled on even more loudly. At this, Will heard gasps 
and the random giggle around him in the otherwise completely silent classroom. So it was already general 
knowledge about his mother... 

Will gripped his textbook with such force that the cover was beginning to buckle. He still didn't look 
up, but he shook his head slowly. This was only going one way... He didn't want to fight, but the little 
creep was pushing it too far. It was a matter of pride now. 

"Hey, Vanilla Ice, I'm talking to you! Are you or are you not fatherless? Are you or are you not a b—" 

That did it! Will suddenly stood up, sending his chair shooting back. It scraped across the wooden 
floor and then toppled over. He locked eyes with Speed, who also rose from his desk, his face contorted 
with spiteful relish as he realized he'd hit the bull's-eye with his gibes. Simultaneously three of Speed's 
gang leaped excitedly out of their chairs with predatory glee. 

"Has Snow White had enough?" Speed sneered, moving with a swagger between the desks toward 
Will, his cackling entourage in tow. 

Reaching Will, Speed stood close to him, his fists clenched by his sides. Although Will wanted to 
take a step back, he knew he had to stand his ground. 

Speed pushed his face even closer, so that it was inches away from Will's, then arched his back like 
a second-rate boxer. "Well... have... you?" he said, emphasizing each word with a finger jab at Will's 
chest. 

"Leave him alone. We've all had enough of you." Chester 's imposing bulk suddenly moved into view 
as he positioned himself behind Will. 

Speed glanced uneasily at him, then back at Will. 

Aware the whole class was watching him, and that he was expected to make the next move, Speed 
could only think of hissing dismissively through his teeth. It was a lame attempt to save his pride, and 
everyone knew it. 

Fortunately at that very moment the teacher entered and, realizing what was afoot, cleared his throat 
loudly to let them know he was in the room. It did nothing to deflate the standoff between Will, Chester, 


and Speed, and he had to march over and order them in no uncertain terms to sit down. 
Will and Chester took their places and, after a few seconds, Speed and his followers skulked back to 
their desks, too. Will leaned back in his chair and smiled at Chester. Chester was a true friend. 


Returning from school later that day, Will stole into the house, taking pains not to alert his sister that 
he was home. Before he opened the cellar door, he paused in the hallway to listen. He heard the strains of 
"You Are My Sunshine": Rebecca was singing to herself as she did the housework upstairs. He quickly 
descended into the cellar and unbolted the door to the garden, where Chester was waiting. 

"Are you sure it's all right for me to be here?" he asked. "Feels sort of... well... wrong." 

"Don't be stupid, course it is," Will insisted. "Now, let's see what we can find in here." 

They searched through everything stored on the shelves and then in the archive boxes that Will had 
already made a start on the last time. Their efforts were fruitless. 

"Well, that was a complete waste of time," Will said despondently. 

"So where d'you think the dirt came from?" Chester asked, going over to the wheelbarrow to 
examine it more closely. 

"Haven't figured that out yet. I suppose we could search the Common. See if he was up to something 
there." 

"Big area," Chester said, unconvinced. "Anyway, why would he bring that dirt down here?" 

"Don't know," Will replied as he happened to run his eyes over the bookshelves one last time. He 
frowned as he noticed something at the side of one of the units. 

"Hang on a minute... that's odd," he said as Chester ambled over. 

"What is?" 

"Well, there's a plug in a socket down here, but I can't see where the cord goes." He flipped the 
switch next to the outlet and they both looked around; it didn't appear to have had any effect. 

"What's it for, then?" Chester said. 

"It's definitely not an outside light." 

"Why's that?" Chester asked. 

"Because we don't have any," Will replied as he went to the other end of the shelves, peering into the 
dark corner between the two units, then stepping back and regarding them thoughtfully. "Funny. The cord 
doesn't seem to come out again on this side." 

Taking the stepladder from beside the garden door, he set it up in front of the bookshelves and 
climbed up to inspect the top of the unit. 

"No sign of it here, either," he said. "This just doesn't make sense." He was about to climb down 
when he stopped and ran his hand over the top of the shelves. 

"Anything?" Chester asked. 

"Lots of brick dust," Will replied. He hopped down from the ladder and immediately tried to pull the 
end of the shelf unit away from the wall. 

"There's definitely a bit of give. Come on, lend me a hand," he said. 

"Maybe it's just badly attached," Chester suggested. 

"Badly attached?" Will said indignantly. "I helped put these up." 

They both pulled together with all their strength and, although a thin sliver opened at the rear of the 
unit, the shelves appeared to be firmly secured at the top. 

"Let me check something," Will said as he mounted the stepladder again. "There seems to be a loose 
nail lodged in this bracket." He yanked it out and let it fall onto the concrete floor by Chester 's feet. "We 


used screws to secure this to the wall, not nails," he said, looking down at Chester with a bewildered 
expression. 

Will leaped down from the ladder, and they both pulled on the unit again. This time, shuddering and 
creaking, it swung out from the wall to reveal that it was hinged on one side. 

"So, that's what the cord's for!" Will exclaimed as both of them stared at the rough-hewn opening in 
the bottom half of the wall. The bricks had been removed to form a hole approximately three feet square. 
Inside, a passage was visible, illuminated by a motley array of old neon strip lights burning along its 
length. 

"Wow!" Chester gasped, his face a picture of surprise. "A secret passage!" 

Will smiled at Chester. "Let's check this out." Before Chester had time to say anything, Will ducked 
into the passage and was crawling along it at a steady pace. "There's a bend here," came his muffled 
voice. 

As Chester watched, Will started to go around the corner and then, very slowly, came back into view 
again. He sat back and turned his head to Chester, his face disconsolate in the glow of the strip lights. 
"What is it?" Chester asked. 

"The tunnel's blocked. It's caved in," Will said. 

Will slowly crawled back out into the passage, then clambered through the hole in the wall and into 
the cellar again. He straightened up and sloughed off his school blazer, dropping it where he stood. It was 
only then that he noticed his friend's grim expression. 

"What is it?" 

"The cave-in... you don't think your dad's under it, do you?" Chester said almost in a whisper, barely 
able to contain a shudder as he pictured the horrific possibility. "He might have been... crushed," he 
added ominously. 

Will looked worriedly away from his friend and thought for a moment. "Well, there's only one way to 
find out." 

"Shouldn't we tell someone?" Chester stammered, taken aback by his friend's seeming detachment. 
But Will wasn't listening. His eyes had narrowed with the look of preoccupation that meant his mind was 
churning away, formulating a plan of action. 

"You know, the infill is exactly the same as in the Pits tunnel — it's all wrong. There are lumps of 
limestone again," he said, loosening his tie and pulling it over his head before discarding it next to the 
crumpled blazer on the floor. "This is too much of a coincidence." He returned to the mouth of the passage 
and leaned in. "And did you notice the props?" he said, running his hand over one that was just within 
reach. "This was no accident. This has been hacked at and pulled in on purpose." 

Chester joined his friend at the opening and examined the props, which had deep notches sliced into 
them. They were cut almost clear through in places, as if someone had been swinging an ax at them. 

"Blimey, you're right," he said. 

Will rolled up his sleeves. "Better get started, then. No time like the present." He ducked into the 
passage, dragging behind him a bucket he'd found just inside the opening. 

Chester looked down at his school uniform. He opened his mouth to say something, but then thought 
better of it, removed his blazer, and hung it neatly on the back of a chair. 


"Go!" said Will in an urgent whisper as he crouched low within the shadows of the hedge bordering 
the Common at the bottom of the garden. 

Chester growled with the effort as he heaved the overladen wheelbarrow into motion and then 
weaved precariously between the trees and shrubs. Reaching open ground, he veered off to the right 
toward the gullies they were using to dump the spoil. From the mounds of fresh earth and small cairns of 
rock already deposited there, it was evident to Will that his father had been using these gullies for the 
very same purpose. 

Will kept a watchful eye open for any passersby as Chester swiftly emptied the barrow at the top of 
the gully. He deftly spun it around for the return journey, while Will remained behind to push in any large 
pieces of rock or clumps of soil and clay. 

Once that was done, Will caught up with Chester. As they were retracing the well-trodden route back 
to the garden, the wheel on the old barrow began to squeal piercingly, perhaps protesting the countless 
trips it had been forced to make. The noise cut through the peaceful calm of the balmy autumn evening, 

Both boys froze abruptly in their tracks, looking around to check whether it had attracted any 
attention from the nearby houses. 

Trying to catch his breath, Chester bent forward with his hands resting on his knees as Will stooped 
to examine the offending wheel. 

"We'll have to oil that stupid thing again." 

"Duh, do you think so?" Chester puffed sarcastically. 

"I think you'd better carry it back," Will replied coldly as he straightened up. 

"Do I have to?" Chester groaned. 

"Come on, I'll give you a hand," Will said as he grabbed hold of the front of the barrow. 

They lugged it the remaining distance, grunting and cursing under their breath but maintaining a strict 
silence as they crossed the back yard. They trod lightly as they negotiated the small ramp down to the rear 
entrance into the cellar. 

"My turn at the face, I suppose." Will gasped as they both flopped with exhaustion onto the concrete 
floor. Chester didn't answer. 

"You all right?" Will asked him. 

Chester nodded groggily, then squinted at his watch. "I think I should be getting home." 

"S'pose so," Will said as Chester slowly pulled himself to his feet and began to gather his things. 
Will didn't say so, but he was very relieved that Chester had decided to call it a day. They were both dog 
tired after the intensive digging and tipping, to the point that he could see Chester was a little unsteady on 
his feet from fatigue. 

"Same time tomorrow, then," Will said quietly, flexing his fingers and then stretching one shoulder in 
an effort to reduce the stiffness. 

"Yeah," Chester croaked in reply, without even looking at Will as he shuffled out of the cellar by the 
back door. 


They went through this same ritual every evening after school. Will would very carefully open the 
garden door, without making a sound, to let Chester in. They would get changed and immediately begin 
working for two or three hours at a stretch. The excavation was particularly slow and tortuous, not only 


because of the limited space in the tunnel and the fact that they couldn't let anyone above hear them, but 
because they could tip the excavated material onto the Common only under cover of nightfall. At the end 
of every evening, after Chester had gone home, Will made sure that the shelf unit was pushed back into 
place and secured and the floor swept. 

This night he had an additional task: As he saturated the axle of the noisy wheel with oil, he 
wondered how much farther it was to the end of the tunnel and, not for the first time, whether there would 
be anything there. He was concerned that they were running out of supplies; without his father's help with 
materials, he had been forced to salvage as much timber as he could from the Forty Pits, so as the tunnel 
beneath the house progressed, the other one became more and more precarious. 

Later, as he sat hunched over the kitchen table, eating yet another dinner that had gone stone-cold, 
Rebecca appeared in the doorway as if from nowhere. It made Will start, and he swallowed noisily. 

"Just look at the state of you! Your uniform is filthy — do you expect me to wash everything again? " 
she said, folding her arms aggressively. 

"No, not really,” he replied, avoiding her eyes. 

"Will, what exactly are you up to?" she demanded. 

"I don't know what you mean," he said, ramming in another mouthful. 

"You've been sneaking off somewhere after school, haven't you?" 

Will shrugged, pretending to examine a dry slice of beef curling on the tip of his fork. 

"I know you're up to something, all right, because I've seen that big ox sneaking around in the back 
"Who?" 

"Oh, come on, you and Chester have been tunneling somewhere, haven't you?" 

"You're right," Will admitted. He finished his mouthful and, taking a breath, tried to lie as 
convincingly as he could. "Over by the town dump," he said. 

"I knew it!" Rebecca announced triumphantly. "How can you even think of digging another of your 
useless holes at a time like this?" 

"I miss Dad, too, you know," he said as he took a bite out of a cold roasted potato, "but it's not going 
to help any of us if we just mope around the house, feeling sorry for ourselves... like Mum." 

Rebecca stared at him distrustfully, her eyes shining with anger, then turned on her heel and walked 
out of the room. 

Will finished the congealed meal, staring into space as he slowly chewed each mouthful, ruminating 
on the events of the past month. 

Afterward, up in his bedroom, he took out a geological map of Highfield, first marking the spot 
where he thought the house stood, and then the direction he calculated his father's tunnel in the cellar was 
taking, and, while he was at it, the locations of Martineau Square and Mrs. Tantrumi's house. Will looked 
long and hard at the map, as if it were a puzzle he could solve, before he finally put it aside and climbed 
into bed. Within minutes he'd slipped into an uneasy and fitful slumber, in which he dreamed of the 
sinister people his father had described in his journal. 


In the dream he was dressed in his school uniform, but it was covered in mud and tattered and torn at 
the elbows and knees. He'd lost his socks and shoes and was walking barefoot down a long, deserted 
terraced street, which felt familiar though he couldn't quite place where he knew it from. As he glanced up 
at the low sky, which was yellowy gray and formless, he fidgeted anxiously with the ragged material of 
his sleeves. He didn't know if he was late for school or for supper, but he was certain he was supposed to 


yard. 


be somewhere or doing something — something very important. 

He kept to the center of the street, wary of the houses on both sides. They stood ominous and dark; no 
light shone from behind their dusty windows, nor did any smoke rise from their precariously tall and 
twisted black chimney stacks. 

He was feeling so very lost and alone when, far off in the distance, he spotted someone crossing the 
street. He knew instantly that it was his father, and his heart leaped with joy. He began to wave, but then 
stopped as he sensed that the buildings were watching him. There was a brooding malevolence to them, as 
if they harbored an evil force, like a tightly coiled spring, holding its breath and lying in wait for him. 

Will's fear grew to an unbearable pitch, and he broke into a trot toward his father. He tried to call to 
him, but his voice was thin and ineffectual, as though the air itself were swallowing his words the instant 
they left his lips. 

He was running at full tilt now, and with every stride the street was becoming narrower, so that the 
houses on either side were closing in on him. He could now clearly see that there were shadowy figures 
lurking threateningly in their dark doorways, and that they were beginning to spill out onto the street as he 
passed them. 

Terrified and out of his wits, he was tripping and sliding on the slick cobblestones as the figures 
amassed behind him in such numbers that they were indiscernible from one another, sweeping into a 
single blanket of darkness. Their fingers extended like wisps of animated black smoke, clutching at him as 
he desperately tried to elude them. But the shadowy figures had hold of him; they were tugging him back 
with their inky tendrils until he was forced to a complete standstill. Catching a brief glimpse of his father 
in the distance, Will screamed a silent scream. The jet black blanket folded over him; he was all at once 
weightless and falling into a pit. He hit the bottom with such impact that it knocked the air from his lungs 
and, gasping for breath, he rolled onto his back and saw for the first time the stern and disapproving faces 
of his pursuers as they peered down at him. 

He opened his mouth, but before he knew what was happening, it was filled with dirt — he could 
taste it as it smothered his tongue, and stones dashed and scratched against his teeth. He was being buried 
alive — he couldn't breathe. 


Gagging and retching, Will awoke, his mouth dry and his body dripping with cold sweat as he sat up. 
In a panic he fumbled for his bedside light. With a click, its comforting yellow glow bathed the room in 
reassuring normality. He glanced at his alarm clock. It was still the middle of the night. He fell back onto 
his pillow, staring at the ceiling and breathing heavily, his body still trembling. The memory of the soil 
clogging his throat was as fresh and vivid in his mind as if it had really happened. And as he lay there, 
catching his breath, he was plagued by a renewed and even more acute sense of loss for his father. 
However hard he tried, he just couldn't shake off the overwhelming hollowness, and in the end he gave up 
any pretense of sleep, watching as the cold light of dawn began to lick around the edges of the curtains 
and finally stole into the room. 


The weeks passed, until finally a police inspector came by to speak to Mrs. Burrows about her 
husband's disappearance. He wore a dark blue raincoat over a light gray suit and was well spoken, if a 
little brusque, as he introduced himself to Will and Rebecca and asked to see their mother. They showed 
him into the living room, where she sat waiting. 

As they followed the policeman they gasped, thinking that somehow they must have entered the 
wrong room. The television, that eternal flame that burned in the corner, was silent and dark, and — just 
as remarkable — the room was incredibly neat and tidy. During the time when Mrs. Burrows had led her 
hermitlike existence and neither Will nor Rebecca had set foot inside, both had assumed it had 
degenerated into an unholy mess, and they pictured it littered with half-consumed food, empty wrappers, 
and dirty plates and cups. They couldn't have been more wrong. It now looked spotless — but what was 
more astounding was their mother herself. Instead of her drab couch-potato garb of bathrobe and slippers, 
she had changed into one of her best summer dresses, done her hair, and even put on some makeup. 

Will stared at her in sheer disbelief, wondering what in the world could have brought about this 
abrupt transformation. He could only think that she was imagining she was playing a part in one of the TV 
murder mystery series she so adored, but this didn't make the scene before him any more explicable. 

"Mum, this is... this is..." he spluttered. 

"Detective Chief Inspector Beatty," his sister helped him out. 

"Please do come in," Mrs. Burrows said, rising from her armchair and smiling pleasantly. 

"Thank you, Mrs. Burrows... I know this is a difficult time." 

"No, not at all." Mrs. Burrows beamed. "Rebecca, would you please put the kettle on and make us 
all a nice cup of tea?" 

"That's very kind, thank you, ma'am," Inspector Beatty said, hovering awkwardly in the center of the 
room. 

"Please." Mrs. Burrows motioned toward the sofa. "Please, make yourself comfortable." 

"Will, you can give me a hand," Rebecca said, grabbing her brother by the arm as she tried to 
shepherd him toward the door. He didn't move, still rooted to the spot by the sight of his mother who, it 
seemed, was once more the woman she hadn't been for years. 

"Uh... yeah... oh, yes..." he managed. 

"Do you take sugar?" Rebecca asked the detective, still tugging at Will's arm. 

"No, white and no sugar, thank you," he replied. 

"Right, milk, no sugar — and Mum, just the two sweeteners?" 

Her mother smiled and nodded at her, and then at Will, as if she was amused by his bewilderment. 
"And maybe some cookies, Will?" 

Will snapped out of his trance, turned, and accompanied Rebecca into the kitchen, where he stood in 
wide-mouthed disbelief, shaking his head. 


While Will and Rebecca were out of the room, the detective spoke to Mrs. Burrows in a low, serious 
voice. He said that they had been doing everything they could to locate Dr. Burrows, but since there was 
no news at all of his whereabouts they had decided to step up the investigation. This would entail 
circulating the photograph of Dr. Burrows more widely and conducting a "detailed interview," as he put 
it, with her down at the station. They also wanted to speak to anyone else who'd had contact with Dr. 


Burrows just prior to his disappearance. 

"T'd like to ask you a few questions now, if that's all right. Let's start with your husband's job," the 
detective said, looking at the door and wondering when his tea was going to arrive. "Did he mention 
anyone in particular at the museum?" 

"No," Mrs. Burrows replied. 

"I mean, is there someone there he might have confided in...?" 

"About where he's gone?" Mrs. Burrows completed the sentence for him, and then laughed coldly. 
"You won't have any luck with that line of investigation, I'm afraid. That's a dead end." 

The detective sat up in his chair, a little baffled by Mrs. Burrows's response. 

She continued. "He runs the place single-handed; their isn't any other staff. You might consider 
interviewing the old codgers that hung out with him, but don't be surprised if their memories aren't what 
they used to be." 

"No?" Inspector Beatty said, a small smile showing at the edges of his mouth as he wrote in his 
notebook. 

"No, most of them are in their eighties. And why, may I ask, do you want to interview me and my 
children? I have already told the police everything I know. Shouldn't you be putting out an APB?" 

"An APB?" The detective grinned broadly. "We don't use that term here in England. We put 
emergencies out over the radio—" 

"And my husband isn't an emergency, I suppose?" 

At that moment, Will and Rebecca appeared with the tea, and the room went quiet as Rebecca put the 
tray on the coffee table and passed around the mugs. Will, clutching a plate of cookies, also entered the 
room and, since the detective didn't seem to object to either him or Rebecca remaining there, they both sat 
down. The silence grew uneasily. Mrs. Burrows was glaring at the detective, who was looking into his 
tea. 

"I think we may be getting ahead of ourselves here, Mrs. Burrows. Can we just focus on your 
husband again?" he said. 

"I think you will find that we are all very focused on him. It's you I'm worried about," Mrs. Burrows 
said tersely. 

"Mrs. Burrows, you have to realize that some people don't..." the detective began, "...don't want to 
be found. They want to disappear because, maybe, life and its pressures have become too much for them 
to handle." 

"Too much to handle?" Mrs. Burrows echoed furiously. 

"Yes, we have to take that possibility into consideration." 

"My husband couldn't take pressure? What pressure, exactly? The problem was that he never had any 
pressure at all — or drive, for that matter." 

"Mrs. B—" The detective tried to get a word in, glancing helplessly at Will and Rebecca, who were 
both looking back and forth from him to their mother as if they were spectators watching a rally in a 
particularly savage tennis match. 

"Don't think I don't know that most murders are committed by family members," their mother 
proclaimed. 

"Mrs. Burr—" 

"That's why you want to question us at the station, isn't it? To find out whether we dunnit." 

"Mrs. Burrows," the detective began again quietly, "nobody's suggesting that a murder has been 
committed here. Do you think we might start over, see if we can get off on the right foot this time?" he 
proposed, valiantly trying to regain control of the situation. 

"Sorry. I know you're only doing your job," Mrs. Burrows said in a calmer voice, then sipped her 
tea. 


Inspector Beatty nodded, grateful she had stopped her tirade, and took a deep breath as he glanced 
down at his notebook. "I know it's a difficult thing to think about," he said, "but did your husband have any 
enemies? Maybe from business dealings?" 

At this, much to Will's surprise, Mrs. Burrows put her head back and laughed out loud. The detective 
muttered something about taking that as a no as he scribbled in his little black notebook. He seemed to 
have regained some of his composure. 

"I have to ask these questions," he said, looking straight at Mrs. Burrows. "Did you ever know him to 
drink excessively or take drugs?" 

Again Mrs. Burrows unleashed a loud hoot of laughter. "Him?" she said. "You've got to be joking!" 

"Righto. So what did he do in his spare time?" the detective asked in a flat voice, trying his very best 
to get the questions over and done with as quickly as he could. "Did he have any hobbies?" 

Rebecca immediately shot a glance at Will. 

"He used to do excavations... archaeological digs," Mrs. Burrows answered. 

"Oh, yes." The detective turned to Will. "I understand you helped him out, didn't you, son?" Will 
nodded. "And where did you do all this digging?" 

Will cleared his throat and looked at his mother, and then at Inspector Beatty, who was waiting, pen 
held expectantly in hand, for an answer. 

"Well, all over, really," Will said. "Near the edge of town, at garbage dumps and places like that." 

"Oh, I thought they were official undertakings," the detective said. 

"They were real digs," Will said firmly. "We found the site of a Roman villa once, but mostly it was 
eighteenth— and nineteenth-century stuff we were after. 

"Just how extensive... I mean, how deep were the holes you dug?" 

"Oh, just pits, really," Will said evasively, willing the detective not to pursue this line of questioning. 

"And were you engaged in any such activities around the time of his disappearance?" 

"No, we weren't,” Will said, very aware of Rebecca's eyes burning into him. 

"You're sure he wasn't working on anything, maybe without your knowledge?" 

"No, I don't think so." 

"OK, then," the detective said, putting away his notebook. "That's enough for now." 


The next day, Chester and Will didn't hang around outside school for long. They spotted Speed and 
one of his faithful followers, Bloggsy, loitering a little distance beyond the gates. 

"I think he's looking for a rematch," Will said, glancing over at Speed, who glared straight back at 
him until Chester caught his eye. At this point, Speed contemptuously turned his back on them, muttering 
something under his breath to Bloggsy, who simply sneered in their direction and gave a harsh, derogatory 
laugh. 

"Couple of jerks," Chester growled as he and Will set off, deciding to take the shortcut home. 

Leaving their school behind them, a sprawling modern yellow-brick-and-glass job, they sauntered 
across the road and entered the adjoining housing projects. Built in the 1970s, the projects were known 
locally as Roach City, for obvious reasons, and the infested blocks that made up the development were in 
a constant state of disrepair, with many of the apartments abandoned or burned out. This in itself didn't 
cause the boys any hesitation, but the trouble with the route was that it took them right through the home 
turf of the Click, who made Spped and his gang look like Girl Scouts. 

As they walked side by side through the projects, the weak rays of the sun glinting off broken glass 
on the blacktop and in the gutters, Will slackened his pace almost imperceptibly, but enough that Chester 


noticed. 

"What's up?" 

"I don't know," Will said, glancing up and down the road and peering apprehensively into a side 
street as they passed by. 

"Come on, tell me," Chester asked, looking quickly around. "I really don't fancy getting jumped in 
here." 

"It's just a feeling; it's nothing," Will insisted. 

"Speed's got you all paranoid, hasn’t he?" Chester replied with a smile, but nevertheless he sped up, 
forcing Will to do likewise. 

As they left the projects behind them, they resumed a more normal pace. Very soon they reached the 
start of Main Street, which was marked by the museum. As Will did every evening, he glanced at it in the 
vain hope that the lights would be burning, the doors open, and his father back in attendance. Will just 
wanted everything to be normal again — whatever that was — but once again the museum was closed, its 
windows dark and unfriendly. The town council had evidently made the decision that for now it was 
cheaper to simply shut it rather than look for a temporary stand-in for Dr. Burrows. 

Will looked up at the sky; heavy clouds were beginning to pull across and blank out the sun. 

"Should go well tonight," he said, his mood lifting. "It's getting dark earlier, so we won't have to wait 
as long to start tipping.” 

Chester had begun to talk about how much faster the proceedings would be if they could do away 
with all this cloak-and-dagger subterfuge when Will mumbled something under his breath. 

"Didn't catch that, Will." 

"I said: Don't look now, but I think there's somebody following us." 

"You what?" Chester replied and, not being able to stop himself, immediately turned around to look 
behind. 

" Chester, you prat!" Will snapped. 

Sure enough, thirty feet or so behind them was a short, stocky man in a trilby, black glasses, and a 
dark, tentlike overcoat that reached almost to his ankles. His head was facing in their direction, although it 
was difficult to tell if he was actually looking at them. 

"Rats!" Chester whispered. "I think you're right. He's just like the ones your dad wrote about in his 
journal." 

Despite Will's previous instruction to Chester not to look at the man, he now couldn't stop himself 
from peering back for another glimpse. 

"A 'man-in-a-hat'?" Will said with a mixture of wonder and apprehension. 

"But he's not after us, is he?" Chester asked. "Why should he be?" 

"Let's slow down a little and see what he does," Will suggested. 

As they reduced their speed, the mysterious man did likewise. "OK," Will said, "how about if we 
cross the road?" 

Again the man mirrored their actions, and when they increased their pace again, he quickened his, to 
maintain the distance between them. 

"He's definitely following us," Chester said, the panic audible in his voice for the first time. "Why, 
though? What does he want? I don't like this — I think we should take the next right and make a run for it." 

"I don't know," Will said, deep in thought. "I think we should confront him." 

"You've got to be joking! Your dad disappeared off the face of the planet not long after seeing these 
people and, for all we know, this man could be responsible. He might be part of the gang or something, I 
say we get out of here and call the police. Or get help from someone." 

They were silent for a moment as they looked around. 

"No, I've got a better idea," Will said. "What if we turn th tables? Trap him. If we split up, he can 


only follow one of us, and when he does, the other can come up behind him and..." 

"And what?" 

"Like a pincer movement — sneak up from behind and nobble him." Will was getting well into his 
stride now as the plan of action firmed up in his mind. 

"He could be dangerous, totally postal for all we know. And what are we going to nobble him with? 
Our school bags?" 

"Come on, there's two of us and only one of him," Will said as the shops on Main Street came into 
view. "I'll distract him while you tackle him — you can do that, can't you?" 

"Oh, great, thanks," Chester said, shaking his head. "He's freakin’ huge — he'll make hamburger meat 
of me!" 

Will looked into Chester 's eyes and smiled mischievously. 

"All right, all right." Chester sighed. "The things I do...," he said as he looked quickly back and then 
made to cross the road. 

"Whoa! Scratch that," Will said. "I think they've got the jump on us!" 

"They?" Chester gasped as he rejoined his friend. "What do you mean, they? " he asked, following 
Will's gaze to a point farther up the street. 

There in front of them, some twenty paces ahead, was another of the men. He was almost identical to 
the first one, except that he sported a flat cap pulled down low over his forehead so that his dark glasses 
were only just visible under its peak. He also wore a long, voluminous coat, which was flapping gently in 
the wind as he stood in the middle of the sidewalk. 

There was now no question in Will's mind that these two men were after them. 

As Will and Chester drew level with the first of the shops on Main Street, they both stopped and 
peered around. On the opposite side of the street two old ladies were chatting to each other as they 
bundled along with their wicker shopping carts creaking on their wheels. One was dragging behind her a 
recalcitrant Scottish terrier decked out in a tartan dog coat. Apart from that, there were only a few people, 
off in the distance. 

Their minds were racing with thoughts of shouting for help or flagging down a car if one happened to 
pass by when the man in front started toward them. As the two men closed in, Will and Chester both 
realized they were rapidly running out of options. 

"This is too weird, we're well and truly snookered, who the heck are these guys?" Chester said, his 
words running into one another as he stared back over his shoulder at the man in the trilby hat. As he 
advanced toward them, the heavy thud of his boots on the pavement sounded like a pile driver. "Any 
bright ideas?" Chester asked desperately. 

"Right, listen, we hoof it across the road straight toward the one in the flat cap, fake right, then cut 
left and duck into Clarke's. Got it?" Will said breathlessly as the flat-capped man in front of them loomed 
closer and closer. Chester hadn't got the remotest idea what Will was proposing, but under the 
circumstances he was ready to agree to anything. 

Clarke Brothers was the main grocery store on Main Street, with a brightly striped awning and 
immaculately arranged stalls of fruits and vegetables at either side of its entrance. Now that the daylight 
was beginning to dwindle, the glare spilling out from the shop windows beckoned to them invitingly, like 
a beacon. The man in the flat cap was caught in its glow, his wide, muscular form almost blocking the 
entire width of the sidewalk. 

"Now!" Will shouted, and they charged into the street. The two men swept in to intercept the boys, 
who were sprinting down the road at top speed, their school bags bouncing wildly on their backs. The 
men moved much faster than either Will or Chester had anticipated, and their plan quickly turned into a 
chaotic game of tag as the two boys dodged and weaved between the lumbering men, who tried to snatch 
at them with huge, outstretched hands. 


Will squawked as one of them caught hold of him by the scruff of his neck. Then, more by accident 
than design, Chester hurtled straight into the man. The impact knocked off his dark glasses to reveal bright 
pupils, shining devilishly like two black pearls under the brim of his hat. As he turned in surprise, Will 
took the opportunity to push himself away, putting both hands against the man's chest. The collar of Will's 
blazer ripped off with a rending tear as he did so. 

The man, momentarily distracted by the impact with Chester, growled and whipped around to will 
again. Slinging away the detached collar, he lunged in a renewed effort to grab him. 

In a blind panic, Chester, his head down and his shoulders bunched up, and Will, half falling and half 
whirling like an uncoordinated dervish, somehow made it to the door of Clarke's as the man wearing the 
trilby lurched forward, took a last swipe at them, and missed. 

Will's and Chester 's momentum carried them straight through the door, squashed together between 
the jambs as the bell above rang like a demented hall monitor. They ended up in an unruly heap on the 
floor of the store, and Chester, coming to his senses, immediately twisted around and slammed the door 
shut, holding it closed with both feet. 

"Boys, boys, boys!" said Mr. Clarke the younger, teetering perilously on a stepladder as he arranged 
a display of imported coconuts on a shelf. "What's all the pandemonium? A sudden desperate yearning for 
my exotic fruits?" 

"Um, not exactly," Will said, trying to catch his breath as he picked himself up from the floor and 
made an attempt to act natural, despite the fact that Chester was now standing somewhat awkwardly with 
his shoulder braced against the door behind him. 

At this point, Mr. Clarke the older rose from behind the counter like a human periscope. 

"What was that terrible racket?" he asked, clutching papers and receipts in both hands. 

"Nothing for you to worry about, brother dear." Mr. Clarke junior smiled at him. "Don't let us distract 
you from your paperwork. It's just a couple of ruffians in search of some rather special fruit, I'll wager." 

"Well, I hope they don't want kumquats; we are all out of kumquats at the moment," Mr. Clarke senior 
groaned from behind the counter. 

"Don't you mind my older brother; he always gets in such a tizzy when he's doing the books. Paper, 
paper everywhere, and not a drop to ink," Mr. Clarke junior declaimed, adopting a theatrical pose in front 
of an imagined audience. 

The Clarke brothers were a neighborhood institution. They had inherited the business from their 
father, as he had from his father before him. For all anybody knew, there had probably been a Clarke in 
business when the Romans invaded, selling turnips or whatever vegetables were in vogue at the time. Mr. 
Clarke junior was in his forties, a flamboyant character with a penchant for hideously garish blazers that 
he had custom-made by a local tailor. Dazzling lemon-yellow, puce-pink, and powder-blue stripes danced 
between the tables of sensibly red tomatoes and downright soberly green cabbages. With his infectious 
high spirits and seemingly endless repertoire of quips and puns he was a great favorite of the ladies of the 
borough, both young and old, yet oddly enough he had remained a confirmed bachelor. 

On the other hand, Mr. Clarke senior, the elder brother, couldn't have been more different. A staunch 
traditionalist, he frowned upon his brother's exuberance, both in appearance and in manner, insisting on 
the somber, time-honored dress code: the old shop coat his forefathers had sported. He was painfully 
clean and neat; his clothes could have been ironed while he was wearing them, such was the crispness of 
his mushroom brown shop coat, white shirt, and black tie. His shoes were so beautifully polished, and his 
hair, cut short at the back and sides, was oiled flat with such a glistening sheen, that from behind one 
would have had a hard time telling which way up he was. 

The two brothers, within the shady green interior of the shop, were not unlike a caterpillar and a 
butterfly trapped within a shared cocoon. And with their constant bickering, the flippant joker and his 
straitlaced brother resembled a comedy team in constant rehearsal for a performance that would never 


take place. 

"Expecting a rush on my lovely gooseberries, are you?" Mr. Clarke junior said in a mock Welsh 
accent and smiled cheekily at Chester, who, still propped against the door, made no effort at a response, 
as if struck dumb by the whole situation. "Ah, the strong, silent type," Mr. Clarke junior whispered with a 
wink as he danced down the stepladder and whirled in a flourish to come face to face with Will. 

"It's young Master Burrows, is it not?" he said, his expression suddenly becoming serious. "I am so 
sorry to hear about your dear father. You've been in our thoughts and in our prayers," he continued, placing 
his right hand softly on his heart. "How is your mother bearing up? And that delightful sister of yours...?" 

"Fine, fine, both fine," Will said distractedly. 

"She's a regular here, you know. A valued customer." 

"Yes," Will blurted, a little too quickly, as he tried to pay attention to Mr. Clarke junior while still 
keeping an eye on the door against which Chester remained buttressed as if his life depended on it. 

"A highly valued customer," the invisible Mr. Clarke senior echoed from behind his counter, 
accompanied by the rustle of papers. 

Mr. Clarke junior nodded and smiled. "Indeedy, indeedy. Now, you boys just park your pretty selves 
there while I get a little something for you to take to your mother and sister." Before Will could utter a 
word, he had spun gracefully on his heel and practically tap-danced into the stockroom at the rear of the 
shop. Will took the opportunity to go over to the window to check on the whereabouts of their two 
pursuers. He recoiled with surprise. 

"They're still there!" he said. 

The two men were standing on the sidewalk, one directly in front of each window, staring in over the 
display tables of fruits and vegetables. It had now turned quite dark outside, and their faces glowed like 
ghostly white balloons under the illumination from the shop's interior. They were both still wearing their 
impenetrable glasses, and Will could make out their bizarre hats and the waxy shine of their angular coats 
with the unusual shoulder mantles. Their craggy, slanting faces and their clenched mouths looked 
uncompromising and brutal. 

Chester spoke in a strained, low voice: "Get them to call the police." He gestured with his head at 
the counter, where they could hear Mr. Clarke senior grumbling as he thumped so forcefully on a stapler 
that it sounded like he was using a jackhammer. 

Just then, Mr. Clarke junior waltzed back into the shop carrying a basket piled high with an 
impressive array of fruits, a large pink bow tied to its handle. He offered it to Will with both hands 
outstretched, as if he were about to break into an aria. 

"For your mother and sister and, of course, you, old chap. A little something from me and the old 
codger over there, as a token of our sympathy for your predicament." 

"Better a codger than an upstart," came the muffled voice of Mr. Clarke senior. 

Pointing at the windows, Will opened his mouth to explain about the mysterious men. 

"All clear," Chester said loudly. 

"What's that, dear boy?" Mr. Clarke junior asked, looking past Will at Chester, who was now 
standing in front of one of the windows and peering up and down the street. 

"What's all clear?" Mr. Clarke senior sprung up like a deranged jack-in-the-box. 

"Papers!" Mr. Clarke junior ordered in the voice of an angry librarian, but his brother remained 
above the counter. 

"Uh... just some kids," Will lied. "We were being chased." 

"Boys will be boys!" Mr. Clarke junior giggled. "Now please do remember me to your dear sister, 
Miss Rebecca. You know, she really has such a good eye for quality produce. A gifted young lady." 

"T will." Will nodded and forced a smile. "And thanks for this, Mr. Clarke." 

"Oh, think nothing of it," he said. 


"We do hope that your father returns home soon," Mr. Clarke senior said dolefully. "You shouldn't 
worry; these things happen from time to time." 

"Well... it's like that Greggson boy... terrible thing, that," Mr. Clarke junior said with a knowing 
look and a sigh. "And then there was the Watkins family..." Will and Chester watched him as he seemed 
to focus on a point somewhere between the ranks of the carrots and the cucumbers. "Such nice people, 
too. No one's seen hide nor hair of them since they—" 

"It's not the same thing, not the same at all," Mr. Clarke senior interrupted his brother sharply, then 
coughed uneasily. "I don't think this is the time or place to bring that up, Junior. A little unsympathetic, do 
you not think, given the situation?" 

But «Junior» wasn't listening; he was in full flow now and not to be stopped. Crossing his arms and 
with his head tilted to one side, he took on the aura of one of the old biddies he habitually gossiped with. 
"Like the flippin’ lost colony of Roanoke it was, when the police got there. Empty beds, the boys’ uniforms 
all laid out for school the next day, but they were nowhere to be found, none of them. Mrs. W had ordered 
half a pound of our green beans that very morning, if I recall, and a couple of watermelons. Anyway, no 
sign of any of them anywhere?" 

"What... the watermelons?" Mr. Clarke senior asked in a deadpan voice. 

"No, the family, you silly sausage," Mr. Clarke junior said, rolling his eyes. 

In the silence that ensued, Will looked from Mr. Clarke junior to Mr. Clarke senior, who was staring 
daggers at his wistful sibling. He was beginning to feel as Alice must have when she'd stepped through the 
looking glass. 

"Ho-hum, better get on," proclaimed Mr. Clarke junior with a last lingering look of sympathy at Will, 
and he tiptoed back up his stepladder, singing, "Beetroot to me, mon petit chou..." 

Mr. Clarke senior had sunk out of sight once again and the sound of rattling papers resumed, 
accompanied by the whir of an old-fashioned adding machine. Will and Chester cautiously opened the 
shop door halfway and peeked nervously into the street. 

"Anything?" Chester asked. 

Will moved out onto the pavement in front of the shop. 

"Nothing," he replied. "No sign of them." 

"We should've called the police, you know." 

"And told them what?" Will said. "That we were chased by two weirdos in sunglasses and silly hats 
and then they just disappeared?" 

"Yes, exactly that," Chester said, irritated. "Who knows what they were after?" He suddenly looked 
up as the thought reoccurred to him. "What if they were the gang that took your dad?" 

"Forget it — we don't know that." 

"But the police..." Chester said. 

"Do you really want to go through all that hassle when we've got work to do?" Will interrupted him 
sharply, scanning Main Street up and down and feeling more at ease now that more people were around. 
At least they would be able to call for help if the two men turned up again. "The police would probably 
think we're just a couple of kids goofing around. It's not as if we've got any witnesses." 

"Maybe," Chester agreed grudgingly as they started toward the Burrowses' house. "There's no 
shortage of nuts around here," he said, looking back at the Clarke brothers’ shop, "that's for sure." 

"It's safe now, anyway. They're gone, and if they do come back, we'll be ready," Will said 
confidently. 

Strangely enough, the incident had not deterred him in the slightest. As he thought about it, quite the 
opposite was true: It confirmed to him that his father had been onto something, and now he was on the 
right track. Although he didn't mention any of this to Chester, his resolve to continue with the tunnel and 
his investigations hardened even further. 


Will had begun to pick at the grapes in the garish basket, and the pink ribbon, now undone, flapped in 
the breeze behind him. Chester appeared to have gotten over his misgivings and was looking expectantly 
at the basket, his hand poised to help himself. 

"So do you want to bail? Or are you still going to help me?" Will quizzed him in a teasing voice, 
moving the basket tantalizingly out of his reach. 

"Oh, all right, then, hand me a banana," his friend replied with a smile. 


"All this evidence points to a deliberate dismantling,” Will said, squatting next to Chester on a pile 
of rubble in the cramped confines of the workface. 

They had now reclaimed about twenty feet of the tunnel, which had begun to dip down in a sharp 
decline, and found they were running critically short of timber. Will had hoped they would be able to 
salvage some of the original props and planking from the tunnel itself. What confounded them both was 
that very little of it was still there, and that much of the timber they did find was damaged beyond use. 
They had already stripped out every last piece they could from the other tunnel over at the Forty Pits, as 
well as removing the Stillson props, without bringing the whole excavation crashing down. 

Will patted the work face, looking at it with a frown. "I just don't get it," he said. 

"So what do you really think happened? That your dad pulled it in behind him?" Chester asked as he, 
too, looked at the plug of soil and solidly compacted rock that they had yet to remove. 

"Backfilled it? No, that's impossible. And even if somehow he had, where are the struts? We'd have 
found more of them. No, none of this makes any sense," Will said. Leaning forward, he picked up a 
handful of gravel. "Most of this is virgin infill. It's all been lugged here from somewhere else — precisely 
the same thing that happened at the Pits." 

"But why go to all the trouble of filling it in when you could simply collapse the whole thing?" 
Chester asked, still mystified. 

"Because then you'd have trenches opening up under people's houses or across their yards," Will 
replied despairingly. 

"Oh, right," Chester agreed. 

They were both exhausted. The last section had been particularly hard going, made up mostly of 
sizable chunks of rock, some of which even Chester found difficult to manhandle into the wheelbarrow by 
himself. 

"I just hope we haven't got far to go," Chester sighed. "It's really beginning to get to me." 

"Tell me about it." Will rested his head in his hands, staring. So they sat there in silence, deep in 
their own thoughts, and after a while Will spoke. "What was Dad thinking, doing all this and not telling us 
what he was up to? Me, especially," he said, with a look of sheer exasperation. "Why would he do that?" 

"He must have had a good reason," Chester offered. 

"But all the secrecy; keeping a secret journal. I don't understand it. We were never a family that kept 
things... important things... from each other like that. So why wouldn't he have told me what he was up 
to?" 

"Well, you had the Pits tunnel," Chester interjected. 

"Dad knew about that. But you're right. I never bothered to tell Mum, because she's just not 
interested. I mean, we weren't exactly a..." Will hesitated, searching for the right word. "...perfect 
family, but we all got along and everyone sort of knew what everyone else was up to. Now everything's 
so messed up." 

Chester rubbed some soil out of his ear. He looked at Will thoughtfully. "My mum thinks people 
shouldn't keep secrets from each other. She says they always have a way of coming out and causing 
nothing but trouble. She says a secret's just the same as a lie. That's what she tells my dad, anyway." 

"And now I'm doing exactly that to Mum and Rebecca," Will said, bowing his head. 


After Chester had gone and Will finally emerged from the cellar, he made straight for the kitchen, as 
he always did. Rebecca was sitting at the kitchen table opening the mail. Will noticed right away that his 
father's hoard of empty coffee jars, which had cluttered up the table for months, had vanished. 

"What've you done with them?" he demanded, looking around the room. "With Dad's jars?" 

Rebecca studiously ignored him as she scrutinized the postmark on an envelope. 

"You threw them out, didn't you?" he said. "How could you do that?" 

She glanced up at him briefly, as if he were nothing more than a tiresome gnat that she couldn't quite 
be bothered to swat, and then continued with the mail. 

"T'm starving. Anything to eat?" he said, deciding it wasn't wise to ruffle her feathers by pursuing the 
matter, not so close to mealtime. As he passed her on the way to the fridge, he stopped to examine 
something lying to the side. "What's this?" 

It was a package neatly wrapped in brown paper. 

"It's addressed to Dad. I think we should open it," he said without a moment's hesitation, snatching up 
a dirty butter knife left on a plate by the sink. Cutting into the brown paper, he excitedly tore open the 
cardboard box inside, then ripped away a cocoon of bubble wrap to reveal a luminous sphere, glowing 
from its time in the darkness. 

He held it up before him, his eyes sparkling with both excitement and the waning light emanating 
from the sphere. It was the object he'd read about in his father's journal. 

Rebecca had stopped reading the telephone bill and had risen to her feet. She was looking at the 
sphere intently. 

"There's a letter in here as well," Will said, reaching into the ravaged cardboard box. 

"Here, let me see it," Rebecca said, her hand snaking toward the box. Will took a step back, holding 
the sphere in one hand while he shook open the letter with the other. Rebecca withdrew her hand and sat 
back down, watching her brother's face carefully as he leaned on the counter by the sink and began to read 
the letter aloud. It was from University College 's physics department. 


Dear Roger, 

It was wonderful to hear from you again after all these years — it brought back warm 
memories of our time together at college. It was also good to catch up on your news — 
Steph and I would love to visit when convenient. 

As regards the item, I apologize for taking so long to respond, but I wanted to be sure I 
had collated the results from all concerned. The upshot is that we are well and truly 
stumped. 

As you specified, we did not breach or penetrate the glass casing of the sphere, so all 
our tests were noninvasive in nature. 

On the matter of the radioactivity, no harmful emissions registered when it was tested 
— so at least I can put your mind at rest on that one. 

A metallurgist carried out an MS on a microscopic shaving from the base of the metal 
cage, and he agreed with your view that it's Georgian. He thinks the cage is made out of 
pinchbeck, which is an alloy of copper and zinc invented by Christopher Pinchbeck (1670- 
1732). It was used as a substitute for gold and only produced for a short while. Apparently, 
the formula for this alloy was lost when the inventor's son, Edward, died. He also told me 
that genuine examples of this material are scarce, and it's hard to find an expert who can 
give an unequivocal identification. Unfortunately, I haven't yet been able to get the cage 
carbon dated to confirm its precise age — maybe next time? 

What is particularly interesting is that an x-ray revealed a small, free-floating particle 
in the center of the sphere itself that does not alter its position even after rigorous agitation 


— this is puzzling, to say the least. Moreover, from a physical inspection, we agree with you 
that the sphere appears to be filled with two distinct liquid factions of differing densities. 
The turbulence you noted in these factions does not correspond to temperature variations, 
internal or external, but is unquestionably photoreactive — it only seems to be affected by a 
lack of light! 

Here's the rub: The crew over in the chemistry department have never seen anything 
like it before. I had a fight on my hands to get it back from — they were dying to crack the 
thing open in controlled conditions and run a full analysis. They tried spectroscopy when 
the sphere was at its brightest (at maximum excitation its emissions are in the visible 
spectrum — in layman's terms, not far off daylight, with a level of UV within acceptable 
safety parameters, and the «liquids» appeared to be predominately helium — and silver- 
based. We can't make any more progress on this until you allow us to open it. 

One hypothesis is that the solid particulate at the center may be acting as a catalyst for 
a reaction that is triggered by the absence of light. We can't confirm how, at this juncture, or 
come up with any comparable reactions that would occur over such a long period of time, 
assuming the sphere really does date from the Georgian era. Remember, helium was not 
discovered until 1895 — this is at odds with our estimate for the date of the metal casing. 

In short, what we have here is a conundrum. We would all very much welcome a visit 
from you for a multifaculty meeting so that we can schedule a program for further analysis 
of the item. It may even be useful for some of our team to drop into Highfield for a quick 
investigation into the background. 

I look forward to hearing from you. 

With kindest regards, 


Tom 
Professor Thomas Dee 


Will put the letter on the table and met Rebecca's stare. He examined the sphere for a moment, then 
went over to the light switch and, shutting the door to the kitchen, flicked off the lights. They both watched 
as the sphere grew in brightness from a dim greenish luminescence to something that indeed approached 
daylight, all in a matter of seconds. 

"Wow," he said in wonder. "And they're right, it doesn't even feel hot." 

"You knew about this, didn't you? I can read you as easily as a comic book," Rebecca said, staring 
fixedly at Will's face, which was lit by the strange glow. 

Will didn't respond as he turned on the lights but left the door shut. They watched as the sphere 
dulled again. "You know how you said no one was doing anything about finding Dad?" he said eventually. 

"So?" 

Chester and I came across something of his and we've been... making our own inquiries." 

"I knew it!" she said loudly. "What have you found out?" 

"Shh," Will hissed, glancing at the closed door. "Keep it down. I'm certainly not going to bother 
Mum with any of this. Last thing I want to do is get her hopes up. Agreed?" 

"Agreed," Rebecca said. 

"We found a book Dad was keeping notes in — a sort of journal," Will said slowly. 

"Yes, and...?" 

As they sat at the kitchen table, Will recounted what he had read in the journal and also their 
encounter with the strange pallid men outside the Clarke's shop. 


He stopped short of telling her about the tunnel under the house. To him, that was just a little secret. 


It was a week later when Will and Chester finally made the breakthrough. Dehydrated from the heat 
at the work face, and with muscles that were cramped and fatigued by the relentless cycle of digging and 
tipping, they were on the verge of wrapping up for the day when Will's pickax struck a large block of 
stone and it tipped backward. A pitch-black opening yawned before them. 

Their eyes locked onto the hole, which exhaled a damp and musty breeze into their tired and dirty 
faces. Chester 's instincts screamed at him to back away, as if he were about to be sucked into the 
opening. Neither of them said a word; there were no great cheers or exultations as they gazed into the 
impenetrable darkness, with the dead calm of the earth all around them. It was Chester who broke the 
spell. 

"I suppose I'd better be getting home, then." 

Will turned and looked at him with incredulity, then spotted the flicker of a smirk on Chester 's face. 
Filled with an immense sense of relief and accomplishment, Will couldn't help but erupt into a peal of 
hysterical laughter. He picked up a clod of dirt and hurled it at his grinning friend, who ducked, a low 
chuckle coming from beneath his yellow hard hat. 

"You... you..." Will said, searching for an appropriate word. 

"Yeah, what?" Chester beamed. "Come on, then, let's have a look-see," he said, leaning into the gap 
next to Will. 

Will shone his flashlight through the opening. "It's a cavern... Can't make out much in there... Must 
be pretty big, I think I can see some stalactites and stalagmites." Then he stopped. "Listen!" 

"What is it?" whispered Chester. 

"Water, I think. I can hear water dripping." He turned to Chester. 

"You're kidding," Chester said, his face clouding with concern. 

"No, I'm not. Could be a Neolithic stream..." 

"Here, let me see," said Chester, taking the flashlight from Will. 

Tantalizing as it was, they decided against any further excavation there and then. They would răsumň 
the following day when they were fresh and better prepared. Chester went home; he was tired but quietly 
elated that their work had borne fruit. It was true that they were both badly in need of sleep, and Will was 
even, unusually, considering taking a bath as he swung the shelves back into position. He did the usual 
sweep-up and made his way lethargically upstairs to his room. 

As he passed Rebecca's door, she called out to him. Will grimaced and held as still as a statue. 

"Will, I know you're out there." 

Will sighed and pushed open her door. Rebecca was lying on her bed, where she'd been reading a 
book. 

"What's up? asked Will, glancing around her room. He never ceased to be amazed at how 
infuriatingly clean and tidy she kept it. 

"Mum said she needs to discuss something with us." 

"When?" 

"As soon as you came in, she said." 

"Great, what now?" 

Mrs. Burrows was in her usual position as they entered the living room. Slumped to one side in her 
armchair like a deflated mannequin, she raised her head dozily as Rebecca coughed to get her attention. 

"Ah, good," she said, pushing herself into a more normal sitting position and, in the process, 
knocking a couple of remote controls onto the floor. "Oh, drat!" she exclaimed. 

Will and Rebecca sat down on the sofa while Mrs. Burrows rummaged feverishly through the mound 


of videotapes a the base of her chair. Eventually coming up with both remotes, her hair hanging forward in 
straggles and her face flushed from the effort, she positioned them very precisely on the arm of her chair 
again. Then she cleared her throat and began. 

"I think it's time we faced the possibility that your father isn't coming back, which means we have to 
make some rather crucial decisions." She paused and glanced at the television. A model in a spangled 
evening dress was revealing a large letter V on the game-show wall, where several other letters were 
already revealed. Mrs. Burrows muttered, "The Invisible Man," under her breath as she turned back to 
Will and Rebecca. "Your father's salary was stopped a few weeks ago and, as Rebecca tells me, we are 
already running on empty." 

Will turned to Rebecca, who simply nodded in agreement, and their mother continued. "All the 
Savings are gone and what with the mortgage and all the other expenses, we're going to have to cut our 
cloth..." 

"Cut our cloth?" asked Rebecca. 

"Fraid so," their mother said distantly. "There won't be anything coming in for a while, so we're 
going to have to downscale — sell whatever we can, including the house." 

"What?" Rebecca said. 

"And you'll have to take care of it. I'm not going to be around for a while. I've been advised to spend 
a little time ina... well... sort of hospital, somewhere I can rest and get myself back on form." 

At this, Will raised his eyebrows, wondering just what «form» his mother could be referring to. She 
had been set in her current form for as long as he could remember. 

His mother went on. "So while I'm gone you two will have to go and stay with your Auntie Jean. 
She's agreed to look after you." 

Will and Rebecca glanced at each other. An avalanche of images fell through Will's mind: the 
housing projects where Auntie Jean lived, its public spaces crammed with garbage bags and disposable 
diapers, and its grafittied elevators reeking of urine. The streets filled with burned-out cars and the 
endlessly screaming motorcycles of the gangs and small-time drug dealers. The sorry groups of drunks 
who sat on the benches, squabbling ineffectually among themselves as they downed their brown-bagged 
"Trampagne." "No way!" he suddenly blurted out as if waking from a nightmare, making Rebecca jump 
and his mother sit bolt upright, once again knocking the remotes off the arm of her chair. 

"Drat!" she said again, craning her neck to see where they had fallen. 

"Tm not going to live there. I couldn't stand it, not for a second. What about school? What about my 
friends?" Will said. 

"What friends?" Mrs. Burrows replied spitefully. 

"You can't really expect us to go there, Mum. It's awful, it smells, the place is a pigsty," Rebecca 
piped up. 

"And Auntie Jean smells," Will added. 

"Well, there's nothing I can do about that. I have to get some rest; the doctor said I'm very stressed, so 
there's no debate. We've got to sell the house, and you're just going to have to stay with Jean until—" 

"Until what? You get a job or something?” Will put in sharply. 

Mrs. Burrows glared at him. "This is not good for me. The doctor said I should avoid confrontation. 
This conversation is over," she snapped suddenly, and turned on her side again. 

Back out in the hall, Will sat on the bottom step of the stairs, numb, while Rebecca stood with her 
arms folded, leaning against the wall. 

"Well, that's an end to it all," she said. "At least I'm going away next week—" 

"No, no, no... not now!" Will bellowed at her, holding up his hand. "Not with all this going on!" 

"Yeah, maybe you're right," she said, shaking her head. Then they both lapsed into silence. 

After a moment, Will stood up decisively. "But I know what I have to do." 


"What?" 
"Take a bath." 
"You need one," Rebecca said, watching him climb wearily up the stairs. 


"Matches." 

"Check." 

"Candles." 

"Check." 

"Swiss Army knife." 

"Check." 

"Spare flashlight." 

"Check." 

"Balls of string." 

"Check." 

"Chalk and rope." 

"Yep." 

"Compass." 

"Umm... yep." 

"Extra batteries for the helmet lights." 

"Check." 

"Camera and notebook." 

"Check, check." 

"Pencils." 

"Check." 

"Water and sandwiches." 

"Ch— planning a long stay, are we?" Chester asked as he looked at the absurdly large packet 
wrapped in aluminum foil. They were carrying out a last-minute equipment check down in the Burrowses' 
cellar, using a list Will had made at school earlier that day during his home ec class. After ticking them 
off, they stowed each item in their backpacks. When they were finished, Will closed the flap on his and 
shrugged it onto his back. 

"OK, let's do it," he said with a look of sheer determination on his face as he reached for his trusty 
shovel. 

Will drew back the shelves and, once both he and Chester were inside, pulled them shut again and 
secured them by means of a makeshift latch he'd rigged up. Then Will squeezed past Chester to lead the 
way, moving swiftly ahead on all fours. 

"Hey, wait for me," Chester called after him, quite taken aback by his friend's enthusiasm. 

At the work face, they dislodged the remaining blocks of stone, which fell away into the darkness 
and landed with dull splashes. Chester was about to speak when Will preempted him. 

"I know, I know, you think we're about to be swept away in a flood of raw sewage or something." 
Will peered through the enlarged opening. "I can see where the rocks fell — they're sticking up out of the 
water. It can only be about ankle deep." 

With that, he turned around and started to climb backward through the hole. He paused on the brink to 
grin at Chester, then ducked out of sight, leaving his friend dumbfounded for an instant, until Chester heard 
Will's feet land in the water with a loud splash. 

There was a drop of about six feet. "Hey, pretty cool," Will said as Chester scrambled through after 
him. Will's voice echoed eerily around the cavern, which was approximately ten feet in height and at least 
thirty feet long, as far as they could make out, crescent shaped, with much of the floor submerged. They 
had entered near one end, and so were only able to see as far as the curve of the wall allowed. 


Stepping out of the water, they shone their flashlights around for a few seconds, but when the beams 
came to rest on the side of the cavern nearest to them they were both immediately transfixed. Will held his 
flashlight steady on the intricate rows of stalactites and stalagmites, all of varying sizes, from the width of 
pencils to much larger ones as think as the trunks of young trees. The stalactites speared down as their 
counterparts reached up, some meeting to form columns, and the ground was covered with overlapping 
swells of the encrusted calcite. 

"It's a grotto," Will said quietly, reaching out to feel the surface of an almost translucent milky white 
column. "Isn't it just beautiful? Looks like icing on a cake or something." 

"I think it looks more like frozen snot," Chester said in a whisper, also touching a small column, as if 
he didn't believe what he was seeing. He drew back his hand and rubbed his fingers together with an 
expression of distaste. 

Will laughed, ramming the heel of his hand against a stalactite with a soft thud. "Hard to believe it's 
actually rock, isn't it?" 

"And the whole place is made of it," Chester said, turning to look farther along the wall. He shivered 
from the chill air and scrunched up his nose. The whole chamber smelled dank and stale — not very 
pleasant at all. But to Will it was the sweet smell of success. He'd always dreamed of finding something 
important, but this grotto surpassed his wildest expectations. So strong was his exhilaration. Will almost 
felt intoxicated. 

"Yes!" he said, triumphantly punching the air. At that instant, standing there in the grotto, he was the 
great adventurer he'd always dreamed of being, like Howard Carter in Tutankhamen's burial chamber. He 
whipped his head this way and that, trying to take in everything at once. 

"You know, it probably took thousands of years for all this to grow..." Will was babbling as he took 
a step backward, stopping short as his foot snagged on something. He bent down to see what it was; a 
small object protruded from the flowstone. Dark and flaking; its color had seeping into the pale whiteness 
around it. He tried to work it free, but his fingers slipped off. It was stuck solid. 

"Shine your light on this, Chester. It feels like a rusty bolt or something. But it can't be." 

"Uh... you might want to look at this...," Chester replied, his voice a little shaky. 

At the center of the grotto, in the deepest part of the clouded pool that lay there, stood the remains of 
a massive machine of some description. The boys' flashlights revealed ranks of large red-brown 
cogwheels that were still held together within what remained of a shattered cast-iron frame so tall that in 
places the stalactites growing from the rock ceiling above touched it. It was as if a locomotive had been 
mercilessly disemboweled and then left there to die. 

"What the heck is it?" Chester asked as Will stood silently beside him, examining the scene. 

"Beats me," Will answered. "And there are bits of metal all over the place. Look!" 

He was shining his flashlight around the margins of the water, following them as far as he could into 
the deepest reaches of the cavern. Will's first thought had been that the banks were streaked with minerals 
or something similar, but on closer inspection he discovered they were littered with more bolts like the 
one he'd just found, all with chunky hexagonal heads. In addition to these, there were spindles and 
countless pieces of jagged cast-iron shrapnel. The red oxide from these intermingled with darker, inky 
streaks, which, from their appearance, Will took to be oil spills. 

As they stood there in amazed silence and surveyed this worthless treasure trove, they became aware 
of a faint scratching sound. 

"Did you hear that?" Chester whispered as they trained their lights in the direction of the sound. 

Will moved a little farther into the cavern, treading carefully on the uneven floor, now invisible 
beneath the water. 

"What was it?" gasped Chester. 

"Shh!" Will stopped and they both listened, peering around. 


A sudden movement and a small splash made them jump. Then a sleek white object leaped from the 
rippling water and streaked along one of the metal members, stopping still on the top of a huge gearwheel. 
It was a large rat with a glistening, perfectly white coat and big, bright pink ears. It wiped its snout with 
its paws and flicked its head, spraying droplets into the air. Then it reared up on its hind legs, its whiskers 
twitching and vibrating in their flashlight beams as it sniffed the air. 

"Look! It doesn't have any eyes," Will hissed excitedly. 

Chester shuddered in response. Sure enough, where there should have been eyes there was not even 
the tiniest break in the sleek, snowy fur. 

"Yuck, that's disgusting!" Chester exclaimed as he took a step back. 

"Adaptive evolution," Will replied. 

"I don't care what it is!" 

The animal twitched and arched its head in the direction of Chester 's voice. Then, the next instant, it 
was gone, diving into the water and swimming to the opposite bank, where it scurried away. 

"Great! He's probably gone to get his friends," Chester said. "This place will be swimming with 
them in a minute." 

Will laughed. "It's only a stupid rat!" 

"That was no normal rat — whoever heard of eyeless rats?" 

"Come on, you big baby. Don't you remember the Three Blind Mice?" Will said with a wry grin as 
they began to move around the crescent bank, playing their beams into the nooks and crannies in the walls 
and up to the ceiling above them. Chester was stepping apprehensively between the rocks and iron debris, 
constantly peering behind him for an imagined army of sightless rats. "I hate this," he grumbled. 

As they approached the shadows at the far end of the grotto, Will increased his pace. Chester did 
likewise, determined not to be left behind. 

"Whoa!" Will stopped in his tracks, Chester bumping into him. "Just look at that!" 

Set into the rock was a door. 

Will's flashlight flicked over its dull, scarred surface — it looked ancient but substantial, with rivet 
heads like halves of golf balls spaced around its frame and three massive handles down one side. He 
reached forward to touch it. 

"Hey! No!" Chester fretted. 

But Will paid him no heed and tapped lightly on the door with his knuckles. "It's metal," he said, 
running his palm over the surface — shiny, black, and uneven, like burned molasses. 

"So what? You're not thinking of going in there, are you?" 

Will turned to him, his hand resting on the door. "This is the only way my dad could've gone. Dead 
straight I am!" 

With that he reached up, grasped the topmost handle, and tried to pull down on it. It refused to budge. 
He thrust his flashlight at Chester and then, using both hands, tried again, heaving down with all his 
weight. Nothing happened. 

"Try the other way," suggested Chester resignedly. 

Will tried again, this time pushing upward. It creaked a little at first and then, to his surprise, 
swiveled smoothly until it clunked decisively into what he assumed was the open position. He did the 
same with the other two handles, then stood back. Retrieving his flashlight from Chester, he placed one 
hand against the center of the door, ready to push it open. 

"Well, here goes," he said to Chester, who for once did not raise any objection. 


Part Iwo 
The Colony 


The door swung open with a subdued metallic groan. Will and Chester paused for a moment, 
adrenaline coursing through their veins as they directed their lights into the dark space beyond. They were 
both ready to turn and flee in an instant but, hearing and seeing nothing, they stepped carefully over the 
metal lip at the base of the door frame, holding their breath while their hearts pounded in their ears. 

Their flashlight beams licked unsteadily around the interior. They were standing in an almost 
cylindrical chamber, no more than ten feet long, with pronounced corrugations along its length. In front 
was another door, identical to the one they had just come through except for a small panel of misty glass 
held within a riveted frame, like a small porthole. 

"Looks like some sort of air lock," Will observed as he moved farther into the chamber, his boots 
thudding on the grooved iron flooring. "Get a move on," he said unnecessarily to Chester, who had 
followed him in and, without being asked, was closing the door behind them, turning the handles so all 
three were engaged again. 

"Better leave everything as we find it," Chester said. "Just in case." 

Having tried to see through the opaque porthole with no success, Will cranked open the three handles 
on the second door and pushed it outward. There was a small hiss, as if air were leaking from a tire 
valve. Chester threw Will a questioning look, which he ignored as he ventured into the short adjoining 
room. About ten feet square, it had walls like the keel of an old boat, a patchwork quilt of rusting metal 
plates held together with crude welds. 

"There's a number on here," Chester observed as he locked up the handles on the second door. 
Peeling and yellowing with age, there was a large figure 5 painted on the door beneath the murky 
porthole. 

As they moved cautiously forward, their lights picked out the first details of something in front of 
them. It was a trellis of interwoven metal bars, running from floor to ceiling and completely blocking the 
way. Will's light projected jerky shadows against the surfaces beyond as he pushed on the trellis with his 
hand. It was solid and unyielding. He tucked his flashlight away and, gripping the damp metal, pulled 
himself as close as he could. 

"I can see the walls, and I think I can see the roof, but..." he said, twisting his head around, "... but 
the floor is—" 

"A long way down," Chester interjected, the brim of his hard hat scraping against the trellis as he 
tried to get a better view. 

"I can tell you there's nothing remotely like this on the town plans. Do you think I'd have missed 
something like this!" Will said, as if to dispel any self-doubt that he might have indeed overlooked 
something so remarkable on the maps. 

"Wait, hang on, Will! Look at the cables!" Chester said loudly as he spied the chunky matte lines 
through the trellis. "It's an elevator shaft," he added enthusiastically, his spirits suddenly buoyed by the 
thought that, far from being something inexplicable and menacing, what they had encountered was 
recognizable and familiar. It was an elevator shaft. For the first time since they had left the relative 
normality of the Burrowses' cellar, Chester felt safe, imagining that the shaft must descend to something as 
ordinary as a railway tunnel. He even dared to let himself think that this could mean the end of their half- 
baked expedition. 

He looked down to his right, located a handle, and, yanking on it, slid the panel across. It grated 
horribly on its runners. Will took a step back in surprise: In his haste, he'd failed to notice that the barrier 
was in fact a sliding gate, and he now watched as it opened before them. Once Chester had pushed it all 
the way back they had an unobstructed view of the dark shaft. Their helmet lamps played on the heavy 


greased cables running down the middle of the shaft into the darkness below. Into the abyss. 

"It's one heck of a drop." Chester shivered, gripping the edge of the old elevator gate tightly as his 
gaze was swallowed up by the vertiginous depths. Will turned his attention from the shaft and began to 
look around the iron chamber behind them. Sure enough, attached to the wall at his side he found a small 
box made of dark wood with a tarnished brass button protruding from its center. 

"Yes!" he cried triumphantly and, without a word to Chester, pressed the button, which felt greasy 
beneath his fingertip. 

Nothing happened. 

He tried again. 

And once more, nothing. 

" Chester, close the gate, close it!" he shouted, unable to contain his excitement. 

Chester rammed it across, and Will jabbed the button again. There was a distant vibration, and a 
clank reverberated from deep inside the shaft. And then the cables jerked into life and began to move, the 
shaft filling with a loud, whining groan from the winching equipment, which must have been housed not 
far above them. They listened to the clanging echoes of the approaching elevator. 

"Bet it's the way down to a subway station," Chester turned to Will, a look of anticipation on his 
face. 

Will frowned with annoyance. "No way. I told you there's nothing here. This is something else 
altogether." 

Chester 's optimism evaporated, his face falling as they both approached the gate again, pushing their 
heads against it so their helmet lamps flicked into the black shaft. 

"Well, if we don't know what this is..." Chester said, "...there's still time to go back." 

"Come on, we can't give up. Not now." 

They both stood listening to the approaching elevator for a couple of minutes, until Chester spoke. 
"What if there's someone in it?" he said, drawing back from the gate and starting to panic again. 

But Will couldn't tear himself away. "Hang on, I can't quite... It's still too dark... Wait! I can see it, I 
can see it! It's like a miner's cage lift!" Staring hard at the elevator as it inched ponderously toward them, 
Will found he was able to see through the grille that formed its roof. He turned to Chester. "Relax, will 
you? There's nobody in it." 

"I didn't really think there was," Chester retorted defensively. 

"Yeah, right, you big wuss." 

Satisfying himself that it was empty, Chester shook his head and sighed with relief as the elevator 
arrived at their level. It shuddered to a clangorous halt, and Will lost no time pulling back the gate and 
taking a few steps in. Then he turned to Chester, who was hovering on the brink, looking decidedly 
uncomfortable. 

"I don't know, Will, it looks pretty risky," he said, his gaze shifting around the car's interior. It had 
cage walls and a scratched steel-plate floor, and the whole thing was covered with what looked like years 
of oily grime and dust. 

"Come on, Chester, this is the big time! " Not for a second did Will stop to consider there was any 
way to go but down. If he'd been filled with exhilaration at the discovery of the grotto, then this surpassed 
even his wildest expectations. "We're going to be famous!" he laughed. 

"Oh, sure, I can see it now... Two dead in elevator disaster! " Chester rejoined morosely, stretching 
his hands in front of him to indicate the newspaper headline. "It just doesn't look safe... probably hasn't 
been serviced in ages." 

Without a moment's hesitation Will jumped up and down a couple of times, his boots clanging on the 
metal floor. Chester looked on, terrified, as the cage rattled. 

"Safe as houses," Will grinned impishly and, resting his hand on the brass lever inside the car, 


looked Chester in the eye. "So are you coming... or are you going back to fight the rat?" 

That was enough for Chester, who immediately moved into the car. Will slid the gate shut behind 
him, and, when he pushed and held down the lever, the elevator once again shuddered into motion and 
began to descend. Through the caging, interrupted every so often by the dark mouths of other levels, they 
saw the rock face slowly sweeping by in muted shades of browns and blacks and grays, ochres and 
yellows. 

A damp breeze blew around them, and at one point Chester shone his flashlight through the grille 
above them, up into the shaft and onto the cables, which looked like a pair of dirty laser beams fading into 
deep space. 

"How far down do you think it goes?" Chester asked. 

"How should I know?" Will replied gruffly. 

In fact, it was almost five minutes before the elevator finally came to a stop with an abrupt and bone- 
shaking bump that made them fall against the sides of the cage. 

"Maybe I should have let go of the lever a bit earlier," Will said sheepishly. 

Chester threw his friend a blank look, as if nothing really mattered anymore, and then they both stood 
there, their lights throwing giant diamond silhouettes from the elevator cage onto the walls beyond. 

"Here we go again,” Chester sighed as he slid back the gate, and Will pushed impatiently past him 
into another metal-plate room, rushing through it to get to the door at the far end. 

"This is just like the one above," Will noted as he busied himself with the three handles on the side 
of the door. This one had a large zero painted on it. 

They took a few tentative steps into the cylindrical room, their boots ringing out against the 
undulating sheet-metal flooring and their flashlight beams illuminating yet another door in front of them. 

"Seems we only have one way to go,” Will said, striding toward it. 

"These chambers look like something out of a submarine," Chester muttered under his breath. 

Standing on tiptoe, Will looked through the small glass porthole, but couldn't make out anything on 
the other side. And when he tried to shine his flashlight through it, the grease and the scratches on the 
ancient surface only refracted the beam, so that the glass became more opaque than ever. 

"Useless," he said to himself. 

Passing his flashlight to Chester, he rotated the three handles and then pushed against the door. "It's 
stuck!" he grunted. He tried again without success. "Give me a hand, will you?" 

Chester joined in, and with their shoulders braced against the door they pushed and shoved with all 
their might. Suddenly it burst open with a loud hiss and a massive rush of air, and they stumbled through 
into the unknown. 

Their boots now ground on cobblestones as they regained their footing and straightened up. Before 
them was a scene that they both knew, for as long as they lived, they would never forget. 

It was a Street. 

They found themselves in a huge space almost as wide as a highway, which curved off into the 
distance to their left and right. And looking across to the opposite side, they saw the road was lit by a row 
of tall street lamps. 

But what stood beyond these lights, on the far side of the cavern, was what really took their breath 
away. Stretching as far as they could see, in both directions, were houses. 

As if ina trance, Will and Chester moved toward this apparition. As they did so, the door slammed 
shut behind them with such force that they both wheeled around. 

"A breeze?" Chester asked his friend, with a baffled expression. 

Will shrugged in response — he could definitely feel a faint draft on his face. He put his head back 
and sniffed, catching the stale mustiness in the air. Chester was shining his flashlight at the door and then 
began to play it over the wall above, illuminating the huge blocks of stone that formed it. He raised the 


circle of light, higher and higher, and their eyes were compelled to follow the wall up into the shadows 
above, where it met the opposing wall in a gentle arch, like the vaulted roof of a huge cathedral. 

"What is all this, Will? What is this place?" Chester asked, grabbing him by the arm. 

"I don't know — I've never heard about anything like this before," Will replied, staring wide-eyed 
around the huge street. "It's truly awesome." 

"What do we do now?" 

"I think we... we should have a look around, don't you? This is just incredible," Will marveled. He 
struggled to order his thoughts, infused with the first heady rush of discovery and consumed with the 
irresistible urge to explore and to learn more. "Must record it," he muttered as he hoisted out his camera 
and began to take photographs. 

"Will, don't! The flash!" 

"Oops, sorry." He slung the camera around his neck. "Got a little carried away there." Without 
another word to Chester, he suddenly strode across the cobblestones toward the houses. Chester followed 
behind his fellow explorer, half crouched and grumbling under his breath as he scanned up and down the 
road for any sign of life. 

The buildings appeared to be carved out of the very walls themselves, like semi-excavated 
architectural fossils. Their roofs were fused with the gently arching walls behind, and where one might 
have expected chimneys there was an intricate network of brick ducts sprouting from the tops, which ran 
up the walls and disappeared above, like petrified smoke plumes. As they reached the sidewalk, the only 
sound apart from their footfalls was a low humming, which seemed to be coming from the very ground 
itself. They paused briefly to inspect one of the streetlights. 

"It's like the—" 

"Yes," Will interrupted, unconsciously touching his pocket where his father's luminescent orb was 
carefully wrapped in a handkerchief. The glass sphere of the streetlight was a much larger version of this, 
almost the size of a soccer ball, and held in place by a four-pronged claw atop a cast-iron post. A pair of 
snow-white moths circled erratically about it like epileptic moons, their dry wings fluttering against the 
surface of the glass. 

Will stiffened abruptly and, lifting his head back, sniffed again — looking not unlike the eyeless rat 
on the cogwheel. 

"What's up?" Chester asked with trepidation. "Not more trouble?" 

"No, just thought... I smelled something. It was kind of like... ammonia... something sharp. Didn't 
you notice it?” 

"No." Chester sniffed several times. "I hope it's not poisonous." 

"Well, it's gone now, whatever it was. And we're fine, aren't we?" 

"Suppose so. But do you think anyone really lives here?" Chester replied as he looked up at the 
windows of the buildings. They turned their attention to the nearest houses, silent and ominous, as if 
daring them to approach. 

"I don't know." 

"Well, what's it all doing here, then?" 

"Only one way to find out," Will said as they crept gingerly toward the house. It was simple and 
elegant, constructed of sandstone masonry, almost Georgian in style. They could just make out heavily 
embroidered curtains behind the twelve-paned windows on either side of the front door, which was 
painted with thick green gloss and had on it a door knocker and bell push of deeply burnished brass. 

"One sixty-seven," Will said in wonder as he spotted the digits above the knocker. 

"What is this place?" Chester was whispering as Will caught a faint flicker of light in a chink 
between the curtains. It shimmered, as if it came from a fire. 

"Shhh!" he said as he crept over and crouched down below the window, then slowly rose above the 


sill and peered with one eye through the small gap. His mouth gaped open in silent awe. He could see a 
fire burning in a hearth. Above this was a dark mantelpiece on which there were various glass ornaments. 
And as the light from the fire danced around the room, he could just make out some chairs and a sofa, and 
the walls, which were covered in framed pictures of varying sizes. 

"Come on, what's there?" Chester said nervously, continually looking back at the empty street as Will 
squashed his face against the dirty pane of glass. 

"You won't believe this!" Will replied, moving aside to let his friend see for himself. Chester eagerly 
pressed his nose against the window. 

"Wow! It's a real room!" he said, turning to look at Will, only to find him already on the move, 
working his way along the front of the house. He stopped as he reached the corner of the building. 

"Hey! Wait for me," Chester hissed, terrified he was going to be left behind. 

Between this building and the next one in the row, a short alley ran straight back to the tunnel wall. 
Will poked his head around the corner and, once he was satisfied it was clear, beckoned to Chester that 
they should move on to the next house. 

"This one's number is 166," Will said as he examined its front door, which was almost identical to 
the one on the first house. He tiptoed to the window but was unable to see anything at all through the dark 
panes. 

"What's there?" Chester asked. 

Will held a finger to his lips, then retraced his steps back to the front door. Looking at it closely, a 
thought occurred to him and his eyes narrowed. Recognizing the look, Chester reached out to try to stop 
him, spluttering, "Will, no!" 

But it was too late. Will had barely touched the door when it swung inward. They exchanged glances 
and then both inched slowly inside, twinges of excitement and fear simultaneously surging through them. 

The hallway was spacious and warm, and they both became aware of a potpourri of smells — 
cooking, fire smoke — and of human habitation. It was laid out just like any normal house; wide stairs 
started halfway down the corridor, with brass carpet rails at the base of each riser. Waxed wood paneling 
ran up to a handrail, above which was wallpaper of light and dark green stripes. Portraits in ornate, dull- 
gold-colored frames hung on the walls, depicting sturdy-looking people with huge shoulders and pale 
faces. Chester was peering at one of these when a terrible thought struck him. 

"They look just like the men who chased us," he said. "Oh, great, we're in a house that belongs to one 
of those nutters, aren't we? This is a freaking nuttytown!" he added as the awful realization hit him. 

"Listen!" Will hissed. Chester stood riveted to the spot as Will cocked an ear in the direction of the 
stairs, but there was nothing, only an oppressive silence. 

"I thought I heard... no...," he said and moved toward the open doorway to their left, then looked 
cautiously around the corner. "This is awesome!" He couldn't help himself — he had to go in. And by this 
time, Chester was also being swept along by the need to know more. 

A cheery fire crackled in the hearth. Around the walls were small pictures and silhouettes in brass 
and gilt frames. One in particular caught Will's eye: The Martineau House, he read on the inscription 
below. It was a small oil painting of what appeared to be a stately home surrounded by rolling grasslands. 

By the fireplace were chairs upholstered in a dark red material with a dull sheen. There was a dining 
table in one corner and in another a musical instrument that Will recognized as a harpsichord. In addition 
to the light from the fire the room was lit by two tennis-ball size spheres suspended from the ceiling in 
ornate pinchbeck cages. The whole thing brought to Will's mind a museum his father had taken him to with 
a display called "How We Used To Live." As he looked around, he reflected that this room wouldn't have 
been out of place there. 

Chester sidled up to the dining room table, where two plain white bone-china cups sat in their 
saucers. 


"There's something in these," he said with an expression of sheer surprise. "Looks like tea!" 

He hesitantly touched the side of one of the cups and looked up at Will, even more startled. 

"It's still warm. What's going on here? Where are all the people?" 

"Don't know," Will replied. "It's like... like..." 

They looked at each other with dumbfounded expressions. 

"I honestly don't know what it's like," Will admitted. 

"Let's just get out of here," Chester said, and they both bolted for the door. As they reached the 
sidewalk again, Chester collided with Will as he stopped dead. 

"What are we running for?" Will asked. 

"Uh... The... Well...,"" Chester blathered in confusion as he struggled to put his concerns into words. 
For a moment they lingered indecisively under the sublime radiance of a streetlight. Then Chester noticed 
with dismay that Will was staring intently at the road as it curved into the distance. "Come on, Will. Let's 
just go home." Chester shivered as he glanced back at the house and up at the windows, certain someone 
was there. "This place gives me the creeps." 

"No, Will replied, not even looking at his friend. "Let's follow the road for a bit. See where it goes. 
Then we can leave. I promise — all right?" he said, already striding off. 

Chester stood his ground for a moment, looking longingly across the road at the metal doorway 
through which they had first come. Then, with a groan of resignation, he followed Will along the line of 
houses. Many had lights in their windows, but as far as they could tell there were no signs of any 
occupants. 

As they came to the last house in the row, where the road curved off to the left, Will paused for a 
moment, deliberating whether to go on or call it a day. His voice squeaking with desperation, Chester 
started pleading that enough was enough and that they should turn back when they became aware of a 
sound behind them. It began like the rustling of leaves but quickly grew in intensity to a dry, rippling 
cacophony. 

"What the—" Will exclaimed. 

Shooting down from the roof, a flock of birds he size of sparrows dived down toward them like 
living tracer bullets. Will and Chester instinctively ducked, raising their arms to shield their faces as the 
pure white birds whirled around them in synchronized agitation. 

Will began to laugh. "Birds! It's only birds!" he said, swatting at the mischievous flock but never 
making contact. Chester lowered his arms and began to laugh, too, a little nervously, as the birds darted 
between them. Then, as quickly as they'd appeared, the birds swept upward and vanished around the bend 
in the tunnel. Will straightened up and staggered a few steps after them, then froze. 

"Shops!" he announced with a startled voice. 

"Huh?" Chester said. 

Sure enough, down one side of the street stretched a parade of bowfronted shops. Without speaking, 
they both began to walk toward them. 

"This is unreal," Chester muttered as they reached the first shop, with windows of handblown glass 
that distorted the wares inside like badly made lenses. 

"Jacobsen Cloths," Chester read from the shop sign, then peered at the rolls of material laid out in 
the eerie, green-lit interior. 

"A grocer's," Will said as they moved on. 

"And this one's some sort of hardware shop," Chester observed. 

Will gazed up at the arching roof of the cavern. "You know, by now we must nearly be under Main 
Street." 

Peering into the windows and soaking up the strangeness of the ancient shops, they kept walking, 
driven by their careless curiosity, until they came to a place where the tunnel split into three. The center 


fork appeared to descend into the earth at a steep angle. 

"OK, that's it," Chester said resolutely. "We're leaving now. I'm not going to get lost down here." All 
his instincts were screaming that they should turn back. 

"All right," Will agreed, "but—" 

He was just stepping off the sidewalk onto the cobbled road when there was an earsplitting crash of 
iron on stone. In a blinding flash, four white horses bore down on him, sparks spraying from their hooves, 
breathing hard and pulling behind them a sinister black coach. Will didn't have time to react, because at 
that very instant they were both yanked off their feet and hoisted into the air by the scruffs of their necks. 

A single man held them both, dangling helplessly, in his huge gnarled hands. "Interlopers!" the man 
shouted, his voice fierce and gravelly as he lifted the pair up to his face and inspected them with a look of 
repugnance. Will tried to bring his shovel up to beat him off, but it was wrested from his grasp. 

The man was wearing a ridiculously small helmet and a dark blue uniform of coarse material that 
rasped as he moved. Beside a row of dull buttons, Will caught sight of a five-pointed star of orange-gold 
material stitched onto the coat. Their massive, menacing captor was clearly some sort of policeman. 

"Help," Chester mouthed silently at his friend, his voice deserting him as they were buffeted about in 
the man's viselike grip. 

"We've been expecting you," the man rumbled. 

"What?" Will stared at him blankly. 

"Your father said you'd be joining us before long." 

"My father? Where's my father? What have you done with him? Put me down!" Will tried to swivel 
around, kicking out at the man. 

"No use wriggling.” The man hoisted the struggling boy even higher in the air and sniffed at him. 
"Topsoilers. Disgusting!" 

Will sniffed back. 

"Don’t smell too good yourself." 

The man gave Will a look of withering scorn, then held up Chester and sniffed at him, too. In sheer 
desperation, Chester tried to head-butt the man. He jerked his face away, but not before Chester, with a 
wild swing of his arm, had swiped his helmet. It spun from his head, exposing his pale scalp, which was 
covered with short tufts of wispy white hair. 

The man shook Chester violently by the collar and then, with a horrible growl, knocked the boys' 
heads together. Although their hard hats protected them from any injury as they crashed noisily against 
each other, they were so shocked by his ferocity that they immediately abandoned any further thoughts of 
resistance. 

"Enough!" the man shouted, and he stunned boys heard a chorus of bitter laughter from behind him, 
becoming aware for the first time of the other men who were peering at them with pale, unsmiling eyes. 

"Think you can come down here and break into our houses?" the man growled as he swept them 
toward the center fork, where the road descended. 

"It's the clink for you two," snarled someone behind them. 

They were frog-marched unceremoniously through the streets, which were now filling with people 
emerging from various doorways and alleys to gawp at this unfortunate pair of strangers. Half dragged 
and half stumbling, each time they lost their footing the boys would be yanked savagely to their feet by the 
enormous officer. It was as if he had complete control over the situation. 

In all their confusion and panic, Will and Chester looked frantically around in the vain hope that they 
might find an opportunity for escape, or that someone would come to their rescue. But their faces drained 
of blood as this hope receded, and they realized the futility of their plight. They were being dragged 
deeper into the bowels of the earth, and there was absolutely nothing they could do about it. 

Before they knew it, they were heaved around a bend in the tunnel, and the space around them 


opened up. They were struck dumb by a dizzying confusion of bridges, aqueducts and raised walkways 
crisscrossed above a lattice of cobbled streets and lanes, all bordered with buildings. 

Dragged on at an impossible rate by the policeman, they were watched by huddled groups of people, 
their wide faces curious and yet impassive. But not all the faces were like those of their captor or the men 
who had pursued them up in Highfield, with their wan skin and washed-out eyes. If it hadn't been for their 
old-fashioned dress, some would have appeared quite normal and could easily have passed unnoticed in 
any English street. 

"Help, help!" Chester cried hopelessly as he halfheartedly resumed his efforts to extricate himself 
from the policeman's grip. But Will hardly noticed any of this. His attention had been seized by a tall, thin 
individual standing beside a lamppost, dark coat that reflected the light as if it was made from polished 
leather. He stood out strikingly from the squat people around him, his shoulders slightly bent over like a 
highly strung bow. His whole being emanated evil, and his dark eyes never left Will's, who felt a wave of 
dread wash over him. 

"I think we're in real trouble here, Chester," he said, unable to tear his gaze from the sinister man, 
whose thin lips were twisted into a sardonic smile. 


Will and Chester stumbled and tripped as they were hauled up a small flight of stairs into a single- 
story building nestling between what Will took to be drab offices or factories. Once inside, the policeman 
pulled them to an abrupt halt and, spinning them around, roughly yanked their bags off their backs. Then he 
literally hurled the two boys at a slippery oak bench, its surface dripping here and there with polished 
indentations, as if years of wrongdoers had rubbed along its length. Will and Chester gasped as their 
backs slammed against the wall and the breath was knocked out of them. 

"Don't you move!" the policeman roared, positioning himself between them and the entrance. By 
craning his neck forward, Will could just see past the man and through the half-windowed doors into the 
street outside, where a mob had gathered. Many were jostling for a view, and a few started to shout 
angrily and wave their fists as they caught sight of Will. He quickly sat back and tried to catch Chester 's 
eye, but his friend, frightened out of his wits, was staring fixedly at the floor in front of him. 

Will noticed a bulletin board next to the door, on which a large number of black-rimmed papers 
were pinned. Most of the writing was too small to decipher from where he sat, but he could just make out 
handwritten headings such as Order of Edict, followed by strings of numbers. 

The walls of the station were painted black from the floor up to a handrail, above which they were 
an off-white color, peeling in places and streaked with dirt. The ceiling itself was an unpleasant nicotine 
yellow with deep cracks running in every direction, like a road map of some unidentified country. On the 
wall directly above him was a picture of a forbidding looking building, with slits for windows and huge 
bars across its main entrance. Will could just make out the words Newgate Prison written under it. 

Across from the boys ran a long counter, on which the policeman had placed their backpacks and 
Will's shovel, and beyond that was an office of some sort, where three desks were surrounded by a forest 
of narrow filing cabinets. A number of smaller rooms led off this main room, and from one came the rapid 
tapping of what could have been a typewriter. 

Just as Will was looking into the far corner of the room, where a profusion of burnished brass pipes 
ran up the walls like the stems of an ancient vine, there was a screeching hiss that ended with a solid 
clunk. The noise was so sudden that Chester sat up and blinked like a nervous rabbit, stirred from his 
anxious torpor. 

Another policeman emerged from a side room and hurried over to the brass pipes. There he glanced 
at a panel of antiquated dials from which a cascade of twisted wires spiraled down to a wooden box. 
Then he opened a hatch in one of the pipes, prying out a bullet-shaped cylinder the size of a small rolling 
pin. Unscrewing a cap from one end of it, he extracted a scroll of paper that crackled as he straightened it 
out to read it. 

" Styx on their way," he said gruffly, striding over to the counter and opening up a large ledger, not 
once looking in the boys' direction. He also had an orange-gold star stitched onto his jacket, and although 
his appearance was much like that of the other officer, he was younger and his head was covered with a 
neatly cut stubble of white hair. 

" Chester," Will whispered. When his friend didn't react, he stretched over to nudge him. Ina flash, a 
truncheon lashed out, smacking sharply across his knuckles. 

"Desist!" the policeman next to them barked. 

"Ouch!" Will jumped up from the bench, his fists clenched. "You fat...," he shouted, his body 
trembling, trying to control himself. Chester reached out and grabbed hold of his arm. 

"Be quiet, Will!" 

Will angrily shook off Chester 's hand and stared into the policeman's cold eyes. "I want to know 
why we're being held," he demanded. 


For a horrible moment they thought the policeman's face was going to explode, it turned such a livid 
red. But then his huge shoulders began to heave, and a low, grating laugh rumbled up, which grew louder 
and louder. Will threw a sidelong glance at Chester, who was eyeing the policeman with alarm. 

"ENOUGH!" the voice of the man behind the counter cracked like a whip as he looked up from the 
ledger, his gaze falling on the laughing policeman, who immediately fell silent. "YOU!" The man 
glowered at Will. "SIT DOWN!" His voice held such authority that Will didn't hesitate for a second, 
quickly taking his place next to Chester again. "I," the man continued, puffing out his barrel chest self- 
importantly, "am the First Officer. You are already acquainted with the Second Officer." He nodded in the 
direction of the policeman standing by them. 

The First Officer looked down at the roll of paper from the message tube. "You are hereby charged 
with unlawful entry and trespass into the Quarter under Statute Twelve, Subsection Two," he read in a 
monotone. 

"But..." Will began meekly. 

The First Officer ignored him and read on. "Furthermore, you did uninvited enter a property with the 
intent to pilfer, contrary to Statute Six, Subsection Six," he continued matter-of-factly. "Do you understand 
these charges?" he asked. 

Will and Chester exchanged confused looks, and Will was about to reply when the First Officer cut 
him off. 

"Now what have we here?" he said, opening their backpacks and emptying the contents onto the 
counter. He picked up the foil-wrapped sandwiches Will had prepared and, not bothering to open them, 
merely sniffed at them. "Ah, swine," he said with a flicker of a smile. And from the way he briefly licked 
his lips and slid it to one side, Will knew he'd seen the last of his packed lunch. 

Then the First Officer turned his attention to the other items, working his way through them 
methodically. He lingered on the compass but was more taken by the Swiss Army knife, levering out each 
of its blades in turn and squeezing the little scissors with his thick fingers before he finally put it down. 
Casually rolling one of the balls of string on the countertop with one hand, he used the other to flick open 
open the dog-eared geological map that had been in Will's bag, giving it a cursory inspection. Finally, he 
leaned over and smelled the map, wrinkling his face with a look of distaste, before moving on to the 
camera. 

"Hmmm," he muttered thoughtfully, turning it in his banana-like fingers to consider it from several 
angles. 

"That's mine," Will said. 

The First Officer completely ignored him and, putting down the camera, picked up a pen and dipped 
it in an inkwell set into the counter. With the pen poised over a page of the open ledger, he cleared his 
throat. 

"NAME!" he bellowed, throwing a glance in Chester 's direction. 

"It's er, Chester... Chester Rawls," the boy stammered. 

The First Officer wrote in the ledger. The scratching of he nib on the page was the only sound in the 
room, and Will suddenly felt helpless, as if the entry in the ledger was setting in motion an irreversible 
process, the workings of which were quite beyond his understanding, 

"AND YOU?" he snapped at Will. 

"He told me my father was here," Will said, bravely stabbing his finger in the direction of the Second 
Officer. "Where is he? I want to see him now!" 

The First Officer looked across at his colleague and then back to Will. "You won't be seeing anyone 
unless you do as you are told." He shot another glance at the Second Officer and frowned with barely 
disguised disapproval. The Second Officer averted his gaze and shifted uneasily from foot to foot. 

"NAME!" 


"Will Burrows," Will answered slowly. 

The First Officer picked up the scroll and consulted it again. "That is not the name I have here," he 
said, shaking his head and then fixing Will with his steely eyes. 

"I don't care what it says. I know my own name." 

There was a deafening silence as the First Officer continued to stare at Will. Then he abruptly 
slammed the ledger shut with a loud slap, causing a cloud of dust to billow up from the counter's surface. 

"GET THEM TO THE HOLD!" he barked apoplectically. 

They were dragged to their feet and, just as they were being pushed roughly through a large oak door 
at the end of the reception area, they heard another long hiss followed by a dull clunk as a further message 
arrived in the pipe system. 

The connecting corridor of the Hold was about fifteen feet long and dimly lit by a single globe at the 
far end, beneath which stood a small wooden desk and chair. A blank wall ran along the right-hand side, 
and on the wall opposite were four dull iron doors set deep into solid brick surrounds. The boys were 
pushed along to the farthest door, on which the number four was marked in Roman numerals. 

The Second Officer opened it with his keys and it swung back silently on its well-greased hinges. He 
stepped aside. Looking at the boys, he inclined his head toward the cell and as they hovered uncertainly 
on the threshold, he lost patience and shoved them in with his large hands, slamming the door behind 
them. 

Inside the cell, the clang of he door reverberated sickeningly off the walls, and their stomachs turned 
as the key twisted in the lock. They tried to make out the details of the dark and dank cell by feeling their 
way around, Chester managing to send a bucket clattering over as he went. They discovered there was a 
three-foot-wide, lead-covered ledge along the length of the wall that directly faced the door, and, without 
a word to each other, both sat down on it. They felt its rough surface, cold and clammy, under their palms 
as their eyes gradually adjusted to the only source of light in the cell, the meager illumination that filtered 
through an observation hatch in the door. Finally Chester broke the silence with a loud sniff. 

"Oh, man, what is that smell?" 

"T'm not sure," said Will as he, too, sniffed. "Puke? Sweat? Then he sniffed again and pronounced, 
with the air of a connoisseur, "Carbolic acid and..." Sniffing once more, he added, "Is that sulfur?" 

"Huh?" his friend muttered. 

"No, cabbage! Boiled cabbage!" 

"I don't care what it is, it stinks," Chester said, making a face. "This place is just gross." He turned to 
look at his friend in the gloom. "How are we going to get out of here, Will?" 

Will drew his knees up under his chin and rested his feet on the edge of the ledge. He scratched his 
calf but said nothing. He was quietly furious with himself, and didn't want his friend to pick up any sense 
of what he was feeling. Maybe Chester, with his cautious approach and his frequent warnings, had been 
right all along. He clenched his teeth and balled his fists in the darkness. Stupid, stupid, stupid! They had 
blundered in like a couple of amateurs. He'd allowed himself to get totally carried away. And how was he 
ever going to find his father now? 

"T've got the most awful feeling about all this," Chester continued, now looking desolately at the 
floor. "We're never going to see home again, are we?" 

"Look, don't you worry. We found a way in here, and we're dead straight going to find a way out 
again," Will said confidently, in an effort to reassure his friend, while he himself couldn't have felt more 
uncomfortable about their current predicament. 

Neither of them felt much like talking after that, and the room was filled with the sound of the ever- 
present thrumming and the erratic scuttling of unseen insects. 


Will woke with a start, catching his breath as if coming up for air. He was surprised to find he had 
actually dozed off in a half-sitting position on the lead sill. How long had he slept? He looked blearily 
around the shadowy gloom. Chester was standing with his back pressed against the wall, staring wide- 
eyed at the cell door. Will could almost feel fear emanating from him. He automatically followed Chester 
's gaze to the observation hatch: Framed in the opening was the leering face of the Second Officer, but 
owing to the size of his head only his eyes and nose were visible. 

Hearing the keys jingle in the lock, Will watched as the man's eyes narrowed, and then the door 
swung open to reveal the officer silhouetted in the doorway, like a monstrous cartoon illustration. 

"YOU!" he shouted to Will. "OUT, NOW!" 

"Why? What for?" 

"MOVE IT!" the officer barked. 

"Will?" Chester said anxiously. 

"Don't worry, Chester, it'll be all right," Will said weakly as he stood up, his legs cramped and stiff 
from the damp. He stretched them as he walked awkwardly out of the cell and into the corridor. Then, 
unrequested, he began to make his way to the main door of the Hold. 

"Stand still!" snapped the Second Officer as he locked the door again. Then, grabbing Will's armina 
painful grip, he steered him out of the Hold and down a succession of bleak corridors, their footfalls 
echoing emptily around the flaking whitewashed walls and bare stone floors. Eventually, they turned a 
corner into a narrow stairwell that led into a short, dead-ended passage. It smelled damp and earthy, like 
an old cellar. 

A bright light issued from an open door about halfway down. A sense of dread was growing in the 
pit of Will's stomach as they approached the doorway, and sure enough, he was pushed into the well-lit 
room by his escort and brought to an abrupt halt. Dazzled by the brightness, Will squinted as he peered 
around him. 

The room was bare except for a bizarre chair and a metal table, behind which two tall figures were 
standing, their thin bodies bent over so that their heads were almost touching as they talked quietly in 
urgent, conspiratorial whispers. Will strained to catch what they were saying, but it didn't seem to be in 
any language he recognized, punctuated as it was by an alarming series of the most peculiar high-pitched, 
scratchy noises. Try as he might, he couldn't make out a single word; it was completely unintelligible to 
him. 

So, with his arm still held tight in the officer's crushing grip, Will stood and waited, his stomach 
knotting with nervous tension as his eyes became accustomed to the brightness. From time to time the 
strange men glanced fleetingly at him, but Will didn't dare utter a word in the presence of this new and 
sinister authority. 

They were dressed identically, with pristine, stark white collars at their necks. These were so large 
that they draped over the shoulders of their stiff, full-length leather coats, which creaked as the men 
gesticulated to each other. The skin of their gaunt faces, the color of new putty, only served to emphasize 
their jet-black eyes. Their hair, shaved high at the temples, was oiled back against their scalps so that they 
looked as though they were wearing shiny skullcaps. 

Quite unexpectedly, they stopped what they were doing and turned to face Will. 

"These gentlemen are the Styx," said the Second Officer behind him, "and you will answer their 
questions." 

"Chair," said the Styx on the right, his black eyes staring unwaveringly at Will. 

He pointed with a long-fingered hand at the strange chair that stood between the table and Will. 


Overcome by a sense of foreboding, Will didn't protest as the officer sat him down. From the back of the 
chair rose an adjustable metal bar with two padded clamps at the top to hold the occupant's head firmly in 
place. The officer adjusted the height of the bar, then tightened the clamps, pressing them hard against 
Will's temples. He tried to turn his head to look at the officer, but the restraints held him fast. While the 
officer continued to secure him, Will realized he had absolutely no choice but to face the Styx, who were 
poised behind the table like avaricious priests. 

The officer stooped. Out of the corner of his eye Will saw him pull something from underneath the 
chair, then heard the old leather straps creak and the large buckles rattle as each of his wrists was 
strapped to the corresponding thigh. 

"What's this for?" Will dared to ask. 

"Your own protection," the officer said as, crouching down, he proceeded to loop further straps 
around Will's legs, just below the knees, fastening them to the legs of the chair. Both of Will's ankles were 
then secured in a similar fashion, the officer pulling the bindings so taut that they bit mercilessly and made 
Will writhe with discomfort. He noticed with some dismay that this appeared to amuse the Styx. Finally a 
strap some four inches thick was drawn tightly across his chest and arms and fastened behind the back of 
the chair. The officer then stood at attention until one of the Styx nodded mutely to him and he left the 
room, closing the door behind him. 

Alone with them, Will watched in terrified silence, transfixed like an animal caught in car headlights, 
as one of the Styx produced and odd-looking lamp and placed it in the center of the table. It had a solid 
base and a short curved arm topped with a shallow conical shade. This held what appeared to be a dark 
purple bulb; it reminded Will of an old sunlamp he'd seen in his father's museum. A small black box with 
dials and switches was placed next to it, and the lamp was plugged into this by means of a twisted brown 
cable. The Styx 's pale finger jabbed at a switch, and the box began to hum gently to itself. 

One Styx stepped back from the table as the other continued to lean over the lamp, manipulating the 
controls behind the shade. With a loud click, the bulb flared a dim orange for an instant, then appeared to 
go out again. 

"Going to take my picture?" Will asked in a weak attempt at humor, trying to steady the tremor in his 
voice. Ignoring him, the Styx turned a dial on the black box, as if he were tuning a radio. 

Alarmingly, an uncomfortable pressure began to build up behind Will's eyes. He opened his mouth in 
a silent yawn, trying to relieve this strange tension in his temples, when the room began to darken, as if the 
device was literally sucking all the light from it. Thinking he was going blind, Will blinked several times 
and opened his eyes as wide as he could. With the greatest difficulty he could just make out the two Styx 
silhouetted by the dim light reflecting off the wall behind them. 

He became aware of an incessant pulsing drone, but for the life of him he couldn't pinpoint where it 
was coming from. As it grew more intense, his head began to feel decidedly strange, as if every bone and 
sinew were vibrating. It was like a plane flying too low overhead. The resonance seemed to form into a 
spiked ball of energy in the very center of his head. Now he really began to panic, but, not being able to 
move a muscle, he could do nothing to resist. 

As the Styx manipulated the dials, the ball appeared to shift, slowly sinking through his body into his 
chest and then circling his heart, causing him to catch his breath and cough involuntarily. Then it was 
moving in and out of his body, sometimes coming to a rest and hovering a little distance behind him. It 
was as if a living thing were homing in and searching for something. It shifted again, and now floated half 
in and half out of his body, at the nape of his neck. 

"What's going on?" Will asked, trying to summon up some bravado, but there was no response from 
the ever-darkening figures. "You're not scaring me with all this, you know." 

They remained silent. 

Will closed his eyes for a second, but when he reopened them, he found he couldn't even distinguish 


the outlines of the Styx in the total darkness that now confronted him. He began struggling against his 
bonds. 

"Does the absence of light unsettle you?" asked the Styx on the left. 

"No, why should it?" 

"What is your name?" The words cut into Will's head like a knife out of the darkness. 

"I told you, it's Will. Will Burrows." 

"Your real name!" Again the voice caused Will to wince with pain — it was as if each word were 
setting off electric shocks in his temples. 

"I don't know what you mean," he answered through gritted teeth. 

The ball of energy began to edge into the center of his skull, the humming growing more intense now, 
the throbbing pulse enveloping him in a thick blanket of pressure. 

"Are you with the man called Burrows?" 

Will's head was swimming, waves of pain rippling through him. His feet and hands were tingling 
with intense pins and needles. This horrible sensation was slowly enveloping his whole body. 

"He's my dad!" he shouted. 

"What is your purpose here?" The precise, clipped voice was closer now. 

"What have you done to him?" Will said in a choked voice, swallowing back the rush of saliva 
flooding into his mouth. He felt like at any moment he was going to be sick. 

"Where is your mother?" The measured but insistent voice now seemed to be emanating from the ball 
inside his head. It was as though both Styx had entered his cranium and were searching feverishly through 
his mind, like burglars ransacking drawers and cupboards for valuable items. 

"What is your purpose?" they demanded again. 

And Will again tried to struggle against his bonds, but realized he could no longer feel his body. In 
fact, it felt as if he had been reduced to nothing but a floating head, cast adrift into a fog of darkness, and 
he couldn't fathom which way was up or down anymore. 

"NAME? PURPOSE?" The questions came thick and fast as Will felt all his remaining energy seep 
out of him. Then the incessant voice became fainter, as if Will were moving away from it. From a great 
distance, words were being shouted after him, and each word, when it finally arrived, set off small 
pinpricks of light at the edge of his vision, which swam and jittered until the darkness before him was 
filled with a boiling sea of white dots so bright and so intense that his eyes ached. The entire time, the 
scratchy whispers swept around him, and the room spun and pitched. Another deep wave of nausea 
overwhelmed him, and a burning sensation filled his head to the bursting point. White, white, blinding 
white, cramming into his head until it felt as if it were going to explode. 

"I'm going to be sick... please... I'm going to be... I feel faint... please," and the light of the white 
space seared into him and he felt himself growing smaller and smaller, until he was a tiny fleck in the 
huge white emptiness. Then the light began to recede, and the burning sensation grew less and less, until 
everything was black and silent, as if the universe itself had gone out. 

He came to as the Second Officer, supporting him under one arm, turned the key in the cell door. He 
was shaky and weak. Vomit was streaked down the front of his clothes, and his mouth was dry with an 
acrid metallic taste that made him gag. His head was pounding with pain, and as he tried to look up it was 
as though part of his vision were missing. He couldn’t stop himself from groaning as the door was pulled 
open. 

"Not so cocky now, eh?" the officer said, letting go of Will's arm. He tried to walk, but his legs were 
like jelly. "Not after your first taste of the Dark Light," the officer sneered. 

After a couple of steps, Will's legs gave way and he fell heavily onto his knees. Chester dashed over 
to him, panic-stricken at his friend's condition. 

"Will, Will, what have they done to you?" Chester was frantic as he helped him over to the ledge. 


"You've been gone for hours." 

"Just tired...," Will managed to mumble as he slumped down on the ledge and rolled up in a ball, 
grateful for the coolness of the lead lining against his aching head. He shut his eyes... he just wanted to 
sleep... but his head was still spinning, and waves of nausea were breaking over him. 

"YOU!" the officer bellowed. Chester jumped up from beside Will and turned to the officer, who 
beckoned to him with a thick forefinger. 

"Your turn." 

Chester looked down at Will, who now lay unconscious." 

"Oh, no." 

"NOW!" the officer ordered. "Don't make me ask you again." 

Chester reluctantly came out into the corridor. After locking the door, the officer took him by the arm 
and marched him off. 

"What's a Dark Light?" Chester said, his eyes glazed with fear. 

"Just questions." The officer smiled. "Nothing to worry about." 

"But I don't know anything..." 


Will was woken by the sound of a hatch being pulled back at the base of the door. 

"Food," a voice announced coldly. 

He was starving. He lifted himself up onto one arm, his body aching dully, as if he had the flu. Every 
bone and muscle complained when he tried to move. 

"Oh, God!" he groaned, and then suddenly thought of Chester. The open food hatch shed a little more 
illumination than usual into the cell and, as he looked around him, there on the floor at the base of the 
lead-covered ledge was his friend, lying in a fetal position. Chester 's breathing was shallow, his face 
pale and feverish. 

Will staggered up onto his legs and, with difficulty, carried the two trays back to the ledge. He 
inspected the contents briefly. There were two bowls with something in them and some liquid in battered 
tin cups. It all looked terribly unappetizing, but at least it was hot and didn't smell too bad. 

" Chester?" he said, crouching down by his friend. Will felt awful — he, and he alone, was 
responsible for everything that was happening to both of them. He began to shake Chester gently by the 
shoulder. "Hey, are you all right?" 

"Urgh... wha...?" his friend moaned and tried to lift his head. Will could see that his nose had been 
bleeding; the blood was caked and smudged across his cheek. 

"Food, Chester. Come on, you'll feel better once you've eaten something." 

Will pulled Chester into a sitting position, propping his back against the wall. He moistened his 
sleeve with the liquid from one of the cups and began to dab at the blood on Chester 's face with it. 

"Leave me alone!" Chester objected weakly, trying to push him away. 

"That's an improvement. Here, eat something," Will said, handing a bowl to Chester, who 
immediately pushed it away. 

"T'm not hungry. I feel terrible." 

"At least drink some of this. I think it's some sort of herbal tea." Will handed the drink to Chester, 
who cupped his hands around the warm mug. "What did they ask you?" Will mumbled through a mouth full 
of gray mush. 

"Everything. Name... address... your name... all that stuff. I can't remember most of it. I think I 
fainted... I really thought I was going to die," Chester said in a flat voice, staring into the middle distance. 


Will began to chuckle quietly. Strange as it might seem, his own suffering seemed to be relieved 
somewhat by hearing his friends complaints. 

"What's so funny?" Chester asked, outrage in his voice. "It's not funny at all." 

"No." Will laughed. "I know. Sorry. Here, try some of this. It's actually pretty good." 

Chester shuddered with disgust at the gray slurry in the bowl. Nevertheless, he picked up the spoon 
and poked at it, somewhat suspiciously at first. Then he sniffed it. 

"Doesn't smell too bad," he said, trying to convince himself. 

"Just eat it, would you?" Will said, filling his mouth again. He felt his strength begin to return with 
each mouthful. "I keep thinking I said something about Mum and Rebecca to them, but I'm not sure if I 
didn't dream it." He swallowed, then was silent for several seconds, biting the inside of his mouth as 
something began to trouble him. "I just hope I haven't gotten them in trouble, too." He took another 
mouthful and, still chewing, continued speaking as another recollection came back to him. "And Dad's 
journal — I keep seeing it in my mind, clear as anything — as if I'm there, watching, as their long white 
fingers open it and turn the pages, one by one. But that can't have happened, can it? It's all mixed up. What 
about you?" 

Chester shifted a little. "I don't know. I might have mentioned the cellar in your house... and your 
family... your mum... and Rebecca... yes... I could have told them something about her... but... oh, God, 
I don't know... it's all a jumble. It like I can't remember if it's what I said or what I thought." He put down 
his mug and cradled his head in his hands while Will leaned back, peering up at the dark ceiling. 

"Wonder what time it is...," he sighed, "...up there." 


Over what must have been the next week, there followed more interrogations with the Styx, the Dark 
Light leaving both of them with the same awful side effects as before: exhaustion, a befuddled uncertainty 
about just what it was that they had told their tormentors, and the appalling bouts of sickness that ensued. 

Then came a day when the boys were left alone. Although they couldn't be certain, they both felt that 
surely the Styx must have gotten all they wanted for now, and hoped against hope that the sessions were 
finally over. 

And so the hours passed, and the two boys slept fitfully, mealtimes came and went, and the divided 
their time between pacing the floor, when they felt strong enough, and resting on the ledge, even 
occasionally shouting at the door, but to no avail. And in the constant, unchanging light, they lost all sense 
of time and of day or night. 

Beyond the walls of their cell, serpentine processes were in play: Investigations, meetings, and 
chatterings, all in the scratchy secret language of the Styx, were deciding their fate. 

Ignorant of this, the boys worked hard to keep up their spirits. In hushed tones, they talked at length 
about how they might escape, and whether Rebecca would eventually piece it all together and lead the 
authorities to the tunnel in the cellar. How they kicked themselves for not leaving a note! Or maybe Will's 
father was the answer to their problems — would he somehow get them out of there? And what day of the 
week was it? And more important, not having washed for some time now, their clothes must have taken on 
a decidedly funky aroma, and that being the case, why did they not smell any worse to each other? 

It was during one particularly lively debate, about who these people were and where they had come 
from, that the inspection hatch shot back and the Second Officer leered in. They both immediately fell 
silent as the door was unlocked and the grim, familiar figure all but blotted out the light from the corridor. 
Which of them was it to be this time? 

"Visitors." 


They looked at each other in disbelief. 

"Visitors? For us?" Chester asked incredulously. 

The officer shook his massive head, then looked at Will. "You." 

"What about Ches—" 

"You, come on, NOW!" the officer shouted. 

"Don't worry, Chester, I won't go anywhere without you," Will said confidently to his friend, who sat 
back with a pained smile and nodded in silent affirmation. 

Will stood up and shuffled out of the cell. Chester watched as the door clanged shut. Finding himself 
once more alone, he looked down at his hands, rough and ingrained with dirt, and longed for home and 
comfort. He felt the increasingly frequent sting of frustration and helplessness, and his eyes filled with hot 
tears. No, he wouldn't cry, he would not give them the satisfaction. He knew Will would work something 
out, and that he'd be ready when he did. 

"Come on, stupid," he said quietly to himself, wiping his eyes with his sleeve. "Drop and give me 
twenty," he mimicked his soccer coach's voice as he got down on the floor and began to do push-ups, 
counting as he did so. 

Will was shown into a whitewashed room with a polished floor and some chairs arranged around a 
large oak table. Sitting behind this were two figures, still a little bleary to him because his sight hadn't yet 
adjusted from the darkness of the Hold. He rubbed his eyes and then glanced down at his front. His shirt 
was filthy and, worse still, specked with dried traces of his vomit. He brushed at it feebly before his 
attention was drawn to an odd-looking hatch or window on the wall to his left. The surface of the glass, if 
it was glass, had a peculiar blue-black depth to it. And this matte and mottled surface didn't seem to be 
reflecting any of the light from the orbs in the room. 

For some reason, Will couldn't take his eyes off the surface. He felt a sudden twinge of recognition. 
A new, yet familiar, feeling swept over him: They were behind there. They were watching all this. And 
the longer he stared, the more the darkness filled him, just as it had with the Dark Light. He felt a sudden 
spasm in his head. He pitched forward as though he was about to faint, and his left hand groped wildly 
and found the backrest of the chair in front of him. The officer, seeing this, caught him by his other arm and 
helped him to sit down, facing the pair of strangers. 

Will took some deep breaths, and the light-headedness passed. He looked up as someone coughed. 
Opposite him sat a large man and, at his side but a little behind him, a young boy. The man was much like 
all the others Will had seen — it could easily have been the Second Officer in civilian clothing. He was 
staring fixedly at Will with barely concealed contempt. Will felt too drained to care, and numbly returned 
the stranger's gaze. 

Then, as chair legs grated loudly on the floor and the boy moved closer to the table, Will focused his 
attention on him. The boy was looking at Will with an expression of wonder. He had an open and friendly 
face, the first friendly countenance Will had seen down there since he had been arrested. Will estimated 
that the boy was probably a couple of years younger than he was. His hair was almost white and closely 
cropped, and his soft blue eyes shimmered with mischievousness. As the corners of the boy's mouth 
curled into a smile, Will thought that he seemed vaguely familiar. He tried desperately to remember where 
he'd seen him before, but his mind was still too cloudy and unclear. He narrowed his eyes at the boy and 
tried again to figure out where he knew him from, but it was no use. It was as if he were casting around in 
a murky pool, trying to find something precious with only his sense of touch to guide him. His head began 
to spin, and he clenched his eyes shut and kept them that way. 

He heard the man clear his throat. "I am Mr. Jerome," he said in a flat and perfunctory tone. It was 
clear from his voice that he was uncomfortable with the situation and very resentful at being there. "This 
is my son..." 

" Cal," Will heard the boy say. 


"Caleb," the man quickly corrected. 

There was a long and awkward pause, but Will still didn't open his eyes. He felt insulated and safe 
with them shut. It was oddly comforting. 

Mr. Jerome looked testily at the Second Officer. "This is useless," he grunted. "A total waste of 
time." 

The officer leaned forward and brusquely prodded Will's shoulder. "Sit up and be civil to your 
family. Show some respect." 

Startled, Will's eyes snapped open. He swiveled in his chair to look at the officer in amazement. 

"What?" 

"I said be civil" — he nodded to Mr. Jerome — "to your family, like." 

Will swiveled back to face the man and boy. 

"What are you talking about?" 

Mr. Jerome shrugged and looked down, and the boy frowned, his gaze switching between Will, the 
officer, and his father, as if he didn't quite understand what was happening. 

" Chester 's right, you're all totally mental down here," Will exclaimed, then flinched as the Second 
Officer took a step toward him with his hand raised. But the situation was defused by the boy as he spoke 
out. 

"You must remember this?" he said, delving into an old canvas bag on his lap. All eyes were on him 
as he finally produced a small object and placed it on the table in front of Will. It was a carved wooden 
toy, a rat or a mouse. Its white painted face was chipped and faded, and its little formal coat was 
threadbare; yet its eyes glowed eerily. Cal looked expectantly at Will. 

"Grandma said it was your favorite," he continued as Will failed to react. "It was given to me after 
you went." 

"What are you..." Will asked, perplexed. "After I went where?" 

"Don't you remember anything?" Cal asked. He looked deferentially at his father, who was now 
sitting back in his chair with his arms crossed. 

Will reached out and picked up the little toy to examine it more closely. As he tipped it back, he 
noticed that the eyes closed, a tiny shutter counterbalancing in the head to extinguish the light. He realized 
that there must be a miniscule light orb within its head, which gave out light through the glass beads that 
were the animal's eyes. 

"It sleeps," Cal said, then added, "You had that very toy... in your cot." 

Will dropped it on the table as abruptly as if it had bitten him. "What are you talking about?" he 
snapped at the boy. 

There was a moment of uncertainty on everyone's part, and once again an unnerving silence 
descended over the room, broken only by the Second Office, who began to hum quietly to himself. Cal 
opened his mouth as if about to speak, but the toy animal, until Cal took it off the table and put it away 
again. Then, looking up at Will, he frowned. 

"Your name is Seth,” he said, almost resentfully. "You're my brother." 

"Hah!" Will laughed dryly in Cal 's face and then, as all the bitterness from his treatment at the hands 
of the Styx welled up inside him, he shook his head and spoke to him harshly. "Yeah. Right. Anything you 
say." Will had had just about enough of this charade. He knew who his family was, and it wasn't this pair 
of imposters before him. 

"It's true. Your mother was my mother. She tried to run away with both of us. She took you Topsoil, 
but left me with Grandma and Father." 

Will rolled his eyes and twisted around to face the Second Officer. "Very clever. It's a good trick, but 
I'm not buying it." 

The officer pursed his lips, but said nothing. 


"You were taken in by a family of Topsoilers..." Cal said, raising his voice. 

"Sure, and I'm not about to be taken in by a family of stark, raving loonies down here!" Will replied 
angrily, really starting to lose it. 

"Don't waste your breath on him, Caleb," said Mr. Jerome, putting a hand on his shoulder. But Cal 
shook it off and continued, his voice beginning to crack with despair. 

"They're not your real family. We are. We're your flesh and blood." 

Will stared at Mr. Jerome, whose reddened face exuded nothing but loathing. Then he looked again at 
Cal, who had now sat back despondently, his head bowed. But Will was unimpressed. It was all some 
sick joke. Do they really think I'm so stupid that I'd be taken in by this? he said to himself. 

Buttoning his coat, Mr. Jerome rose hastily to his feet. "This is going nowhere," he said. 

And Cal, rising with him, spoke quietly. "Grandma always said you'd come back." 

"I don't have any grandparents. They're all dead!" Will shouted, jumping up from his chair, his eyes 
now burning with anger and brimming with tears. He tore over to the glass window in the wall and 
pressed his face against the surface. 

"Very clever!" he yelled at it. "Nearly had me going there!" He shielded his eyes from the light of the 
room in an effort to see beyond the glass, but there was nothing, only an unrelenting darkness. The Second 
Officer grabbed his arm and pulled him away. Will did not resist — the fight had gone out of him for now. 


Rebecca lay on top of her bed, staring at the ceiling. She'd just taken a hot bath and was dressed in 
her acid green robe, her hair up in a towel turban. She was humming softly along to the classical music 
station on her bedside radio as she mulled over the events of the last three days. 

It had all kicked off when she was woken very late one evening by a frantic knocking and ringing at 
the front door. She'd had to get up and answer it, since Mrs. Burrows, on the strong sleeping pills she'd 
recently been prescribed, was dead to the world. A drunken brass band couldn't have roused her if they'd 
tried. 

When Rebecca had opened the front door, she'd almost been knocked off her feet by Chester 's father 
as he burst into the hallway and immediately began to bombard her with questions. 

"Is Chester still here? He hasn't come home yet. We tried to phone, but no one answered." His face 
was ashen, and he was wearing a crumpled beige raincoat with the collar askew, as if he'd put it on ina 
great hurry. "We thought he must've decided to stay over. He is here, isn't he?" 

"T'm not...," she started to say as she happened to look into the kitchen and realized that the plate of 
food she'd left out on the side for Will hadn't been touched. 

He said he was helping Will with a project, but... is he here? Where's your brother... can you get 
him, please?" Mr. Rawls's words tripped over each other as he glanced anxiously down the hall and up 
the stairs. 

Leaving the man fretting to himself, Rebecca ran up to Will's room. She didn't bother to knock; she 
already knew what she would find. She opened the door and turned on the light. Sure enough, Will wasn't 
there, and his bed hadn't been slept in. She turned out the light and closed the door behind her, returning 
downstairs to Mr. Rawls. 

"No, no sign of him," she said. "I think Chester was here, though, last night; but I don't know where 
they might've gone. Maybe—" 

On hearing this, Mr. Rawls became almost incoherent, gabbling something about checking their usual 
haunts and getting the police involved as he tore out the front door, leaving it open behind him. 

Rebecca remained in the hallway, chewing her lip. She was furious with herself that she hadn't been 
more vigilant. With all his secretive behavior and the skulking around with his new bosom buddy, Will 
had been up to something for weeks — there was no question about that. But what? 

She knocked on the living room door and, getting no answer, entered. The room was dark and stuffy, 
and she could hear regular snoring. 

"Mum," she said with gentle insistence. 

"Urphh?" 

"Mum," she said more loudly, shaking Mrs. Burrows's shoulder. 

"Wha? Nnno... smmumph?" 

"Come on, Mum, wake up. It's important." 

"Nah," said an obdurate, sleepy voice. 

"Wake up. Will's missing!" Rebecca said urgently. 

"Leave... me... alone,” grumbled Mrs. Burrows through an indolent yawn, swinging an arm to warn 
Rebecca off. 

"Do you know where he's gone? And Chester..." 

"Oh, go awaaaay!" her mother screeched, turning on her side in the chair and pulling the old afghan 
right over her head. The shallow snoring resumed as she returned to her state of hibernation. Rebecca 
sighed with sheer frustration as she stood next to the shapeless form. 

She went into the kitchen and sat down. With the detective's number in her hand and the cordless 


phone lying on the table in front of her, she deliberated for a long time over what to do next. It wasn't until 
the small, predawn hours that she actually made the call and, getting only the answering service, left a 
message. She returned upstairs to her bedroom and tried to read a book while she waited for a response. 

The police turned up at precisely 7:00 a.m... After that, events took on a life of their own. The house 
was filled with uniformed officers searching every room, poking around every closet and chest of 
drawers. Wearing rubber gloves, they began in Will's room and worked through the rest of the house, 
ending in the cellar, but apparently found nothing much of interest. She was almost amused when she saw 
they were retrieving articles of Will's clothing from the laundry basket on the landing and meticulously 
sealing each item in its own polyethylene bag before carrying it outside. She wondered what his dirty 
tighty whities could possibly tell them. 

At first, Rebecca busied herself by straightening up the mess the searchers had left behind, using the 
activity as an excuse to move around the house and see if she could glean anything from the various 
conversations that were taking place. Then, as no one seemed to be taking the slightest bit of notice of her, 
she dropped the pretense of tidying and just strolled around wherever she wanted, spending most of her 
time in the hallway outside the living room, where the chief inspector and a female detective were 
interviewing Mrs. Burrows. From what Rebecca could catch, she seemed to be detached and disturbed by 
turns and wasn't able to shed any light at all on Will's current whereabouts. 

The searchers eventually decamped to the front of the house, where they stood around smoking and 
laughing among themselves. Shortly afterward, the chief inspector and the female detective emerged from 
the living room, and Rebecca followed them to the front door. As the chief inspector walked down the 
path to the row of parked squad cars, she couldn't help but overhear his words. 

"That one's a few volts short of a full charge," he said to his colleague. 

"Very sad," the female detective said. 

"You know...," the chief inspector said, pausing to glance back at the house, "...to lose one family 
member is unfortunate..." His colleague had nodded. 

",,.but to lose two is downright iffy," the chief inspector continued. "Very suspicious, in my book." 

The female detective nodded again, a grim smile on her face. 

"We'd better do a sweep of the Common, just to be sure," Rebecca heard him say before he was 
finally out of earshot. 


The next day the police had sent a car for them, and Mrs. Burrows was interviewed for several 
hours, while Rebecca was asked to wait in another room with a woman from Social Services. 


Now, three days later, Rebecca's mind was running over the chain of events again. Closing her eyes, 
she recalled the deadpan faces down at the police station and the exchanges she'd overheard. 

"This won't do," she said, glancing at her watch and seeing the time. She got up from her bed, 
unwound the towel from her head, and dressed quickly. 


Downstairs, Mrs. Burrows was ensconced in her armchair, curled up fully clothed under the afghan 
that was tucked around her like a drab tartan cocoon. The only light in the room came from a muted public 
television program, the cool blue light pulsing intermittently and causing the shadows to jump and jerk, 
lending a sort of animation to the furniture and objects in the room. She was sleeping deeply when a noise 
in the room brought her awake: a deep murmur, like a strong wind combing through the branches of the 
trees in the garden outside. 

She opened her eyes a fraction. In the far corner of the room, by the half-opened curtains of the 
French windows, she could make out a large, shadowy form. For a moment she wondered if she was 
dreaming, as the shadow shifted and changed in the light cast by the television. She strained to make out 
just what was there. She wondered if it could be an intruder. What should she do? Pretend to be asleep? 
Or lie quite still so the intruder wouldn't bother her ? 

She held her breath, trying to control her rising panic. The seconds felt like hours as the shape 
remained stationary. She began to think that maybe it was just an innocent shadow after all. A trick of the 
light and an overactive imagination. She let the air out of her lungs, opening her eyes fully. 

All of a sudden there was a snuffling sound and, to her horror, the shadow split into two distinct 
ghostlike blurs and closed in on her with blinding speed. As her senses reeled in shock and terror, a calm 
and collected voice in her head told her with absolute conviction, They are not ghosts. 

In a flash, the figures were upon her. She tried to scream, but no sound came out. Rough material 
brushed against her face as she smelled a peculiar mustiness, something like mildewed clothes. Then a 
powerful hand struck her, and she curled up in pain, winded and struggling for air, until, like a newborn 
baby, she caught her breath and let out an unholy shriek. 

She was powerless to resist as she was scooped out of her chair and borne aloft into the hallway. 
Now, howling like a banshee, bucking and straining, she glimpsed another figure looming from the 
doorway of the cellar, and a huge damp hand was clapped over her mouth, stifling her screams. 

Who were they? What were they after? Then a terrible thought sprung to mind. Her precious TV and 
video recorders! That was it! That's what they'd come for! The sheer injustice of it all. It was just too 
much to take, on top of everything else she'd had to put up with. Mrs. Burrows saw red. 

Finding energy from nowhere, she summoned the superhuman strength of the desperate. She wrestled 
one of her legs free and instantly kicked out. This caused a flurry of activity as her assailants tried to seize 
it, but she kicked out again and again as she twisted around. One of the faces of her attackers appeared 
within reach; she saw her chance and lunged forward, biting down as hard as she could. She found that 
she had it by its nose, and she shook her head like a terrier with a rat. 

There was a bloodcurdling wail, and its hold on her relaxed for a moment. That was enough for Mrs. 
Burrows. As the figures lost their grip on her and fell backward against one another, she found the ground 
with her feet and swung her arms behind her like a downhill skier. With a yell, she hurtled away from 
them and into the kitchen, leaving them grasping only the blanket that had been wrapped around her, like 
the discarded tail of a fleeing lizard. 

In the blink of an eye, Mrs. Burrows was back. She swooped into the midst of the three hulking 
forms. Utter chaos ensued. 

Rebecca, from her vantage point at the top of the stairs, was perfectly placed to watch as it all 
unfolded. In the half-light of the hallway below, something metallic flashed back and forth and from side 
to side, and she was a wild face. Mrs. Burrows's face. Rebecca realized that she was wielding a frying 
pan, swinging it left and right like a cutlass. It was the new one with the extra-wide base and the special 
non-stick surface. 

Time and time again the shadowy forms renewed their attack on her, but Mrs. Burrows stood her 
ground, repelling them with multiple blows, the pan resounding satisfyingly as it connected with a skull 
here or an elbow there. In all the confusion, Rebecca could see the streaks of movement as the salvo of 


blows continued at an incredible rate, boinging away to a chorus of grunts and groans. 

"DEATH!" screamed Mrs. Burrows. "DIE, DIE!" 

One of the shadowy figures reached out in an attempt to grab Mrs. Burrows's pan arm as it wheeled 
around in a figure eight, only to be walloped by a tremendous bone-shattering swipe. He let out a deep 
howl like a wounded dog and staggered back, the others falling back with him. Then, as one, they turned 
on their heels, and the three of them scuttled out through the open front door. They moved with startling 
speed, like cockroaches caught in the light, and were gone. 

In the stillness that followed, Rebecca crept down the stairs and flicked on the hall light. Mrs. 
Burrows, her bedraggled hair hanging like limp horns in dark wisps across her white face, immediately 
shifted her maniacal gaze to Rebecca. 

"Mum," Rebecca said softly. 

Mrs. Burrows raised the pan above her head and lurched toward her. The feral look of wild-eyed 
fury on her face made Rebecca take a step back, thinking she was about to turn on her. 

"Mum, Mum, it's me, it's all right, they're gone... they're all gone now!" 

A look of self-satisfaction spread across Mrs. Burrows's face as she checked herself and nodded 
slowly, appearing to recognize her daughter. 

"Its all right, Mum, really." Rebecca tried to pacify her. She ventured closer to the rapidly panting 
woman and gently eased the frying pan from her grip. Mrs. Burrows didn't put up any resistance. 

Rebecca sighed with relief and, looking around, noticed some dark spatters on the hall carpet. It 
could have been mud or — she looked closer and frowned — blood. 

"If they bleed," Mrs. Burrows intoned, following Rebecca's gaze, "I can kill them." She drew her 
lips back, revealing teeth as she let out a low growl, then started to laugh horribly, an unnatural, grating 
cackle. 

"How about a nice cup of tea?" Rebecca asked, forcing a smile as Mrs. Burrows quieted down 
again. Putting her arm around Mrs. Burrows's waist, she steered her in the direction of the living room. 


Will was rudely awoken by the cell door crashing back and the First Officer hauling him to his feet. 
Still thick with sleep, he was bundled out of the Hold, through the reception area of the station, out of the 
main entrance, and onto the top of the stone stairs. 

The officer let go of him, and he tottered down a couple of steps until he found his footing. There he 
stood, groggy and more than a little disoriented. He heard a thump next to him as his backpack landed by 
his feet, and without a word the officer turned his back and went into the station. 

It was a strange feeling, standing there bathed in the glow of the streetlights after being confined in 
that gloomy cell for so long. There was a slight breeze on his face — it was damp and muggy but, all the 
same, it was a relief after the airlessness of the Hold. 

What happens now? he thought scratching his neck under the collar of the coarse shirt he'd been 
given by one of the officers. His mind still befuddled, he started to yawn, but stifled it as he heard a noise: 
A restless horse brayed and stamped a hoof against the damp cobbles. Will immediately looked up and 
saw a dark carriage a little way down on the other side of the road, to which two pure white horses were 
hitched. At the front, a coachman sat holding the reins. The carriage door swung open, and Cal jumped out 
and crossed the street toward him. 

"What's this?" Will asked suspiciously, backing up a step as Cal approached. 

"We're taking you home," Cal replied. 

"Home? What do you mean, home? With you? I'm not going anywhere without Chester!" he said 
resolutely. 

"Shhh, don't. Listen!" Cal now stood close to him and spoke with urgency. "They're watching us." He 
inclined his head down the street, his eyes never leaving Will's. 

On the corner was a sole figure, dark as a disembodied shadow, standing stock-still. Will could just 
make out the white collar. 

"Tm not leaving without Chester," Will hissed. 

"What do you think will happen to him if you don't come with us? Think about it." 

"But—" 

"They can be easy on him or not. It's up to you." Cal looked pleadingly into Will's eyes. 

Will glanced back at the station one last time, then sighed and shook his head. "All right." 

Cal smiled and, picking up Will's pack for him, led the way over to the waiting carriage. He held the 
door open for Will, who followed grudgingly, his hands in his pockets and his head down. He didn't like 
this at all. 

As the carriage pulled away, Will studied the austere interior. It certainly wasn't built for comfort. 
The seats, like the side panels, were made of a hard, black-lacquered wood, and the whole thing smelled 
of varnish with a faint hint of bleach, somewhat reminiscent of a gymnasium on the first day of school. 
Still, anything was better than the cell in which he'd been locked up for so many days with Chester. Will 
felt a sudden pang as he thought of his friend, still incarcerated and now alone in the Hold. He wondered 
if Chester had even been told that he'd been whisked away, and he swore to himself that he'd find a way to 
get his friend out of there if it was the last thing he did. 

He slumped back dejectedly in his seat and put his feet up on the opposite bench, then pulled back 
the leathery curtain and stared through the open window of the carriage. As the coach rattled through the 
cavernous, deserted streets, bleak houses and unlit shopfronts passed with monotonous regularity. 
Copying Will, Cal also settled back and rested his feet on the seat in front of him, occasionally giving 
Will sidelong glances and smiling contentedly to himself. 

Both boys remained silent, lost in their own thoughts, but it wasn't long before Will's natural 


inquisitiveness began to revive slightly. He made a concerted effort to take in the murky sights passing 
him by, but after a short while his eyelids grew heavier as his extreme weariness and the seemingly 
endless underworld got the better of him. Finally, lulled by the rhythmic beat of the horses' hooves, he 
nodded off, occasionally waking with a start when the carriage's buffeting roused him. With a somewhat 
startled expression, he would look around self-consciously, much to Cal 's amusement, and then his head 
would droop and he'd succumb to his fatigue again. 

He didn't know if he'd been asleep for minutes or even hours when the driver cracked his whip, 
waking him again. The carriage surged forward, and the lampposts flicked past the window at less regular 
intervals. Will assumed they must be reaching the outskirts of the town. Wider areas opened up between 
the buildings, carpeted by dark green, almost black, beds of lichens or something similar. Then came 
strips of land at either side of the road, which were divided into plots by rickety-looking fences and 
contained beds of what appeared to be some sort of large fungi. 

At one point their speed dropped as they crossed a small bridge spanning an inky-looking canal. Will 
stared down into the slow and torpid water, flowing like crude oil, and for some reason it filled him with 
an inexplicable dread. 

He had just settled back into his seat and was beginning to doze off again when the road suddenly 
dipped down a steep incline and the carriage veered left. Then, as the road leveled out once more, the 
driver shouted "Whoa!" and the horses slowed to a trot. 

Will was wide awake now and stuck his head out the window to see what was going on. There was 
a huge metal gate blocking the way, and to the side of this a group of men huddled around a brazier as they 
warmed their hands. Standing apart from them in the middle of the road, a hooded figure held a lamp high 
and was waving it from side to side as a signal for the coachman to stop. As the carriage ground to a halt, 
to Will's horror he spotted the instantly recognizable figure of a Styx emerging from the shadows. Will 
quickly yanked the curtain shut and ducked back into the carriage. He looked questioningly at Cal. 

"It's the Skull Gate. It's the main portal to the Colony," Cal explained in a reassuring tone. 

"I thought we were already in the Colony." 

"No," Cal replied incredulously, "that was only the Quarter. It's sort of... like an outpost... our 
frontier town." 

So there's more beyond this?" 

"More? There's miles of it!" 

Will was speechless. He looked fearfully at the door as the clipped sound of boot heels on 
cobblestones drew nearer. Cal grabbed his arm. "Don't worry, they check everyone who goes through. 
Just say nothing. If there's a problem, I'll do all the talking." 

At that very moment, the door on Will's side was pulled open and the Styx shone a brass lamp into 
the interior. He played the beam across their faces, then took a step back and shone it up at the coachman, 
who handed him a piece of paper. He read it with a cursory glance. Apparently satisfied, he returned to 
the boys once more, directed the dazzling light straight into Will's eyes, and, with a contemptuous sneer, 
slammed the door shut. He handed the note back to the driver, signaled to the gateman, turned on his heel, 
and walked away. 

Hearing a loud clanking, Will warily lifted the hem of the curtain and peered out again. As the guard 
waved them on, the light from his lantern revealed that the gate was in fact a portcullis. Will watched as it 
rose jerkily into a structure that made him blink with astonishment. Carved from a lighter stone and jutting 
from the wall above the portcullis, it was an immense toothless skull. 

"That's pretty creepy," Will muttered under his breath. 

"It's meant to be. It's a warning,” Cal replied indifferently as the coachman lashed his whip and the 
carriage lurched through the mouth of the fearsome apparition and into the cavern beyond. 

Leaning out the window, Will watched the portcullis shuddering down behind them again until the 


curve of the tunnel hid it from sight. As the horse picked up speed, the carriage turned a corner and raced 
down a steep incline into a giant tunnel hewn out of the dark red sandstone. It was completely devoid of 
buildings and houses. As the tunnel continued to descend, the air began to change — it began to smell of 
smoke — and for a moment the ever-present background hum grew in intensity until it rattled the very 
fabric of the carriage itself. 

They made a final sharp turn, and the humming lessened and the air grew cleaner again. Cal joined 
Will at the window as a massive space yawned before them. On either side of the road stood rows of 
buildings, a complex forest of brick ducts running over the cavern walls above them like bloated varicose 
veins. In the distance, dark stacks vented cold blue flames and streamed vertical plumes of smoke, which, 
largely undisturbed by air currents, rose to the roof of the cavern. Here the smoke accumulated, rippling 
slowly and resembling a gentle swell on the surface of an inverted brown ocean. 

"This is the Colony, Will," said Cal, his face next to Will's at the narrow window. "This is..." 

Will just stared in wonder, hardly daring to breathe. 

"...home." 


Around the same time that Will and Cal were arriving at the Jerome house, Rebecca was standing 
patiently beside a lady from Family Welfare on the thirteenth floor of Mandela Heights, a dreary, rund- 
down apartment building on the seamier side of Wandsworth. The social worker was ringing the bell of 
number 65 for the third time without getting a reply, while Rebecca looked around her at the dirty floor. 
With a low, remorseful moan, the wind was blowing through the broken windows of the stairwell and 
flapping the partially filled trash bags heaped in one corner. 

Rebecca shivered. It wasn't just because of the chill wind, but because she was about to be delivered 
to what she considered one of the worst places in the world. 

By now, the social worker had given up pressing the grimy doorbell and had started knocking loudly. 
There was still no reply, but the sound of the television could clearly be heard from within. She knocked 
again, more insistently this time, and stopped as she finally heard the sound of coughing and a woman's 
strident voice from the other side of the door. 

"All right, all right, for gawd's sake, giv' us a chance!" 

The social worker turned to Rebecca and tried to smile reassuringly. She only managed something 
approaching a pitying grimace. 

"Looks like she's in." 

"Oh, good," Rebecca said sarcastically, picking up her two small suitcases. 

They waited in awkward silence as, with much fumbling, the door was unlocked and the chain 
removed, accompanied by mutterings and curses and punctuated by intermittent coughing. The door finally 
swung open, and a significantly disheveled middle-aged woman, cigarette hanging down from her bottom 
lip, looked the social worker up and down suspiciously. 

"What's this all about?" she asked, one eye squinting from the smoke streaming from her cigarette, 
which twitched with all the vigor of a conductor's baton as she spoke. 

"T've brought you niece, Mrs. Boswell," the social worker announced, indicating Rebecca standing 
beside her. 

"You what?" the woman said sharply, shedding ash on the social worker's immaculate shoes. 
Rebecca cringed. 

"Don't you remember... we spoke on the phone yesterday?" 

The woman's watery gaze settled on Rebecca, who smiled and leaned forward a little to come within 
her limited field of vision. 

"Hello, Auntie Jean," she said, doing her best to smile. 

"Rebecca, my love, of course, yes, look at you, 'aven't you grown. Quite the young lady." Auntie Jean 
coughed and opened the door fully. "Yes, come in, come in, I've got something on the boil." She turned and 
shuffled back into the small hallway, leaving Rebecca and the social worker to survey the haphazard piles 
of curling newspapers stacked along the walls, and the huge number of unopened letters and pamphlets 
littering the filthy carpet. Everything was covered with a fine film of dust, and the corners of the hallway 
were festooned with cobwebs. The whole place stank of Auntie Jean's cigarettes. The social worker and 
Rebecca stood in silence until the social worker, as if pulling herself out of a trance, abruptly bade 
Rebecca good-bye and good luck. She seemed in a great haste to leave, and Rebecca watched her as she 
made for the stairs, pausing on the way to glance at the elevator doors as if she was hoping that by some 
miracle it was back in service and she weren't facing the long trek down. 

Rebecca gingerly entered the apartment and followed her aunt into the kitchen. 

"I could do with some 'elp in 'ere," Auntie Jean said, picking out a packet of cigarettes from among 
the debris on the table. 


Rebecca surveyed the tawdry vision that lay before her. Shafts of sunlight cut through the ever- 
present fog of cigarette smoke that hung around her aunt like a personal storm cloud. She wrinkled her 
nose as she caught the acid taint of yesterday's burned food lacing the air. 

"If you're going to be staying in my gaff," her aunt said through a fit of coughing, "you're going to 'ave 
to pull your weight." 

Rebecca didn't move; she feared any motion, however slight, would result in her being covered in 
the grime that coated every surface. 

"C'mon, Becs, put down your bags, roll up your sleeves. You can start by putting the kettle on." 
Auntie Jean smiled as she sat down at the kitchen table. She lit a fresh cigarette from the old one before 
stubbing out its glowing stump directly on the Formica tabletop, completely missing the overflowing 
ashtray. 


The interior of the Jerome household was surprisingly rich and comforting, with subtly patterned 
carpets, burnished wood surfaces, and walls of deep greens and burgundies. Cal took Will's backpack 
from him and set it down by a small table on which an oil lamp with an opaque glass shade stood on a 
creamy linen doily. 

"In here," Cal said, indicating that Will should follow him through the first door leading off the 
hallway. "This is the drawing room," he announced proudly. 

The atmosphere in the room was warm and muggy, with tiny gusts of fresh air coming from a dirt- 
encrusted grille above where they now stood. The ceiling was low, with ornate plaster moldings turned 
an off-white by the smoke and soot from the fire that even now roared in the wide hearth. In front of this, 
sprawled on a worn Persian rug, was a large, mangy-looking animal asleep on its back with its legs in the 
air, leaving little doubt as to its gender. "A dog!" Will was slightly stunned to see a domestic pet down 
here. The animal was the color of rubbed slate; it was almost completely bald, with just the odd patch of 
dark stubble or tuft of hair erupting here and there from its loose skin, which sagged like an ill-fitting suit. 

"Dog? That's Bartleby, he's a cat, a Rex variant. An excellent hunter." 

Astonished, Will looked again. A cat? It was the size of a well-fed, badly shaved Doberman. There 
was nothing the slightest bit feline about the animal, whose large rib cage slowly rose and fell with its 
regular breathing. As Will bent over to examine it more closely, it snorted loudly in its sleep, and its huge 
paws twitched. 

"Careful, he'll take your face off." 

Will swung around to see an old woman in one of two large leather wing chairs positioned on either 
side of the fireplace. She had been sitting well-back when he had come in, and he hadn't seen her. 

"I wasn't going to touch him," he answered defensively, straightening up. 

The old woman's pale-gray eyes twinkled and never left Will's face. 

"He doesn't have to be touched," she said, then added, "He's very instinctive, is our Bartleby." Her 
face glowed with affection as she glanced at the luxuriating and oversized animal. 

"Grandma, this is Will," Cal said. 

Once again the old lady's knowing gaze returned to Will, and she nodded. "Of that I am well aware. 
He's a Macaulay from head to toe and has his mother's eyes, no mistake about it. Hello, Will." 

Will was struck dumb, transfixed by her gentle manner and the vibrant light dancing in her old eyes. 
It was as though some part of him, a vague memory, had been lit, just as a dying ember is rekindled by a 
faint breeze. He felt immediately at ease in her presence. But why? He was naturally wary when meeting 
adults for the first time, and down here in this strangest of places he couldn't afford to let his guard drop. 


He'd decided to go along with these people, to play their game, but he wasn't about to trust any of them. 
However, with this old woman it was different. It was as if he knew her... 

"Come and sit yourself down, talk to me. I'm sure there's lots of fascinating tales you can tell me 
from your life up there." She lifted her face momentarily toward the ceiling. "Caleb, put the kettle on, and 
let's have some fancies. Will's going to tell me all about himself," she said, motioning toward the other 
leather chair with a delicate yet strong hand. It was the hand of a woman who'd had to work hard all her 
life. 

Will perched on the edge of the seat, the lively fire warming and relaxing him. Although he couldn't 
explain it to himself, he felt as if he'd reached a place of safety at last, a sanctuary. 

The old lady looked intently at him, and he unselfconsciously looked straight back at her, the warmth 
of her attention every bit as comforting as the fire in the hearth. All the horror and the trials of the past 
week were forgotten for the moment, and he sighed and sat back, regarding her with mounting curiosity. 

Her hair was fine and a snowy white, and she wore it in an elaborate bun at the top of her head, held 
in place by a tortoiseshell comb. She was dressed in a plain blue long-sleeved gown with a white ruffled 
collar high up on the neck. 

"Why do I feel as though I know you?" he asked suddenly. He had the oddest feeling that he could say 
whatever was on his mind to this complete stranger. 

"Because you do." She smiled. "I held you as a baby; I sang you lullabies." 

He opened his mouth, about to protest that what she'd said couldn't be true, but he stopped himself. 
He frowned. Once again, from deep within him came a glimmer of recognition. It was as if every fiber of 
his body were telling him that she was speaking the truth. There was just something so familiar about the 
old lady. His throat tightened and he swallowed several times, trying to control his feelings. The old 
woman saw the emotion welling up in his eyes. 

"She would have been so proud of you, you know," Grandma Macaulay said. "You were her 
firstborn." She inclined her head toward the mantelpiece. "Would you hand me that picture? There, in the 
middle." 

Will stood up to examine the many photographs in frames of different shapes and sizez He didn't 
immediately recognize any of the subjects; some were grinning preposterously, and some had the most 
solemn faces. They all had the same ethereal quality as the daguerreotypes — old photographs showing 
the ghostlike images of people from the distant past — that he'd seen in his father's museum in Highfield. 
As the old lady had asked, he reached for the largest photograph of them all, which held pride of place in 
the very center of the mantelpiece. Seeing that it was of Mr. Jerome and a younger version of Cal, he 
hesitated. 

"Yes, that's the one," the old woman confirmed. 

Will handed it to her, watching as she turned it over on her lap, unclipped the catches, and lifted off 
the back. There was another picture concealed within it, which she levered out with her fingernails and 
passed to him without comment. 

Turning it to catch the light, he studied the print closely. It showed a young woman in a white house 
and a long black skirt. In her arms, the woman held a small bundle. Her hair was the whitest of whites, 
identical to Will's, and her face was beautiful, a strong face with kind eyes and a fine bone structure, a full 
mouth, and a square jaw... his jaw, which he now touched involuntarily. 

"Yes," the old lady said softly, "that's Sarah, your mother. You're just like her. That was taken mere 
weeks after you were born." 

"Huh?" Will gasped, nearly dropping the picture. 

"Your real name is Seth... that's what you were christened. That's you she's holding." 

He felt as though his heart had stopped. He peered at the bundle. He could see it was a baby, but 
couldn't make out its face clearly because of the swaddling. His mind raced and his hands trembled as his 


feelings and thoughts bled into one another. But through all this, something definite emerged and 
connected, as if he'd been wrestling with a hitherto insoluble problem and suddenly discovered the 
answer. As if, buried deep in his subconscious, there had been a tiny question hidden away, an unadmitted 
suspicion that his family, Dr. and Mrs. Burrows and Rebecca, all he'd known for his life, were somehow 
different from him. 

He was having problems focusing on the picture and forced himself to look at it again, scouring it for 
details. 

"Yes," Grandma Macaulay said in a gentle voice, and he found himself nodding. However irrational 
it might seem, he knew, knew with absolute certainty, that what she was saying was true. That this woman 
in the photograph, with the monochrome and slightly blurry face, was his real mother, and that all these 
people he'd so recently met were his true family. He couldn't explain it even to himself; he just knew. 

His suspicions that they were trying to deceive him, and that this was all some elaborate trick, 
evaporated, and a tear ran down his cheek, drawing a pale, delicate line on his unwashed face. He 
hurriedly brushed it away with his hand. As he passed the photograph back to Grandma Macaulay, he was 
aware that his face was flushing. 

"Tell me what it's like up there — Topsoil," she said, to spare him his embarrassment. He was 
grateful, still standing awkwardly by her chair as she put the frame together again, then held it out for him 
to replace on the mantelpiece. 

"Well...," he began falteringly. 

"You know, I've never seen daylight or felt the sun on my face. How doest that feel? They say it 
burns." 

Will, now back in his chair, looked across at her. He was staggered. "You've never seen the sun?" 

"Very few here have," Cal said, coming back into the room and squatting down on the hearth rug at 
his grandmother's feet. He began gently kneading the loose and rather scabby flap of skin under the cat's 
chin; almost at once a loud, throbbing purr filled the room. 

"Tell us, Will. Tell us what it's like," Grandma Macaulay said, her hand resting on Cal 's head as he 
leaned against the arm of her chair. 

So Will started to tell them, a little hesitantly at first, but then, as if a torrent had been unleashed, he 
found he was almost babbling as he spoke about his life above. It astounded him how easy it was, and 
how very natural it felt, to talk to these people whom he'd only known for such a brief time. He told them 
about his family and his school, regaling them with stories about the excavations with his father — or 
rather, the person he'd believed was his father until this moment — and about his mother and his sister. 

"You love your Topsoiler family very much, don't you?" Grandma Macaulay said, and Will could 
only bring himself to nod in response. He knew that none of this, none of these revelations that he might 
have a real family down here in the Colony, would change the way he felt about his father. And no matter 
how difficult Rebecca made his life, he had to admit to himself that he missed her terribly. He felt a 
tremendous surge of guilt, knowing that by now she'd be racked with worry about what had happened to 
him. Her small and well-ordered world would be unwinding around her. He swallowed hard. I'm sorry, 
Rebecca, I should have told you, I should have left a note! He wondered if she'd called the police after 
it was discovered that he was missing, the same ineffective procedure they'd put into motion when their 
father had disappeared. But all this was pushed aside in an instant when the image of Chester, alone and 
still incarcerated in that awful cell, flashed before him. 

"What will happen to my friend?" he blurted out. 

Grandma Macaulay didn't answer, staring absently into the fire, but Cal was quick to respond. 

"They'll never let him go back... or you." 

"But why?" Will asked. "We'll promise not to say anything... about all this." 

There were a few seconds of silence, and then Grandma Macaulay coughed gently. 


"Tt wouldn't wash with the Styx," she said. "They couldn't have anyone telling the Topsoilers about 
us. It might bring about the Discovery." 

"The Discovery?" 

"It's what we're taught in the Book of Catastrophes. It is the end of all things, when the people are 
ferreted out and perish at the hands of those above," Cal said flatly, as if reciting a verse. 

"God forbid," the old lady murmured, averting her eyes and staring into the flames again. 

"So what will they do with Chester?" Will asked, dreading the answer. 

"Either he'll be put to work or he might be Banished... sent on a train down to the Deeps and left to 
fend for himself," Cal replied. 

Will was about to ask what the Deeps were when out in the hall the front door was flung open witha 
bang. The fire flared and threw up a shower of sparks, which glowed briefly as they were drawn up the 
chimney. Grandma Macaulay peered around the side of her armchair, smiling as Cal and Bartleby both 
leaped to their feet. A powerful man's voice bellowed, "HELLO IN THERE!" 

Still sleep-ridden, the cat blundered sideways against the underside of an occasional table, which 
crashed to the ground at the same instant that the drawing room door burst open. A massive, thickset amn 
entered the room like dirty thunder, his pale yet ruddy-cheeked face beaming with undisguised excitement. 

"WHERE IS HE? WHERE IS HE?" he shouted, and locked his fierce gaze on Will, who rose 
apprehensively from his chair, uncertain what to make of this human explosion. In two strides, the man 
had crossed the room and clasped Will in a bear hug, hoisting him off his feet as if he weighed no more 
than a bag of feathers. Letting out a deafening roar of a laugh, he held Will at arm's length with his feet 
dangling helplessly in midair. 

"Let me look at you. Yes... yes, you're your mother's boy, no mistake; it's the eyes, isn't it, Ma? He's 
got her eyes, and her chin... the shape of her handsome face, by God, ha-ha-ha!" he bellowed. 

"Do put him down, Tam," Grandma Macaulay said. 

The man lowered Will back down to the floor, still staring intently into the startled boy's eyes and 
grinning and shaking his head. 

"It's a great day, a great day indeed." He stuck out a hug ham of a hand toward Will. "I'm your uncle 
Tam." 

Will automatically held out his hand and Tam took it into his giant palm, shook it in an iron grip, and 
pulled Will in toward him, ruffling his hair with his other hand and sniffing at the top of his head loudly in 
an exaggerated manner. 

"He's awash with Macaulay blood, this one," he boomed. "Wouldn't you say so, Ma?" 

"Without a doubt," she said softly. "But don't you be frightening him with your horseplay, Tam." 

Bartleby was rubbing his massive head against Uncle Tam’'s oily black pant legs and insinuating his 
long body between his and Will's, all the while purring and making an unearthly low whining sound. Tam 
glanced briefly down at the creature and then up at Cal, who was still standing next to his grandmother's 
chair, enjoying the spectacle. 

"Cal, the magician's apprentice, how are you, lad? What do you think of all this, eh?" He looked 
from one boy to the other. "By God, it's good to see you two under the same roof again." He shook his 
head in disbelief. "Brothers, hah, brothers, my nephews. This calls for a drink. A real drink." 

"We were just about to have some tea," Grandma Macaulay intervened quickly. "Would you care for 
a cup, Tam?" 

He swung around to his mother and smiled broadly with a devilish glint in his eye. "Why not? Let's 
have a cup of tea and catch up." 

With that the old woman disappeared into the hall, and Uncle Tam sat down in her vacated chair, 
which groaned under his weight. Stretching out his legs, he took a short pipe from the inside of his huge 
overcoat and filled it from a tobacco pouch. Then he used a taper from the fireside to light the pipe, sat 


back, and blew a cloud of bluish smoke up at the ornate ceiling, all the while looking at the two boys. 

For a time, all that could be heard was the crackling of the burning coal, the intrusive purring of 
Bartleby, and the distant sounds of the old woman busy in the kitchen. No one felt the need to talk as the 
flickering light played on their faces and threw trembling shadows over the walls behind. Eventually Tam 
spoke. 

"You know your Topsoiler father passed through here?" 

"You saw him?" Will leaned toward Uncle Tam. 

"No, but I talked to them that did." 

"Where is he? The policeman said he was safe." 

"Safe?" Uncle Tam sat forward, yanking the pipe from his mouth, his face becoming deadly serious. 
"Listen, don't you believe a word those spineless scum say to you; they're all snakes and leeches. The 
poisonous toadies of the Styx." 

"That's quite enough, Tam," Grandma Macaulay said as she entered the room rattling a tray of tea in 
her unsteady hands and a plate laden with some "fancies," as she called them — shapeless lumps topped 
with white icing. Cal got up and helped her, handing cups to Will and Uncle Tam. Then Will let Grandma 
Macaulay have his chair and sat next to Cal on the hearth rug. 

"So, about my dad?" Will asked a little sharply, unable to contain himself any longer. 

Tam nodded and relit his pipe, unleashing voluminous shrouds of smoke that enveloped his head in a 
haze. "You only missed him by a week or so. He's gone to the Deeps." 

"Banished?" Will sat bolt upright, his face filled with concern as he remembered the term that Cal 
had used. 

"No, no," Tam exclaimed, gesticulating with his pipe. "He wanted to go! Curious thing, by all 
accounts he went willingly... no announcements... no spectacle... none of the usual Styx theatricals." 
Uncle Tam drew a mouthful of smoke and blew it out slowly, his brow furrowed. "I suppose it wouldn't 
have been much of a show for the people, no ranting and wailing from the condemned." He stared into the 
fire, his frown remaining as if he was profoundly baffled by the whole affair. "In the days before he left, 
he'd been seen wandering around, scribbling in his book... bothering folk with his foolish questions. I 
reckon the Styx thought he was a little..." Uncle Tam tapped the side of his head. 

Grandma Macaulay cleared her throat and looked at him sternly. 

".,. harmless," he said, checking himself. "Reckon that's why they let him roam around like that. But 
you can bet they watched his every move." 

Will shifted uneasily where he sat on the Persian rug; it felt wrong to be demanding answers from 
this good-natured and friendly man, this man who was purportedly his uncle, but he couldn’t help himself. 

"What exactly are the Deeps?" he asked. 

"The inner circles, the Interior." Uncle Tam pointed with the stem of his pipe at the floor. "Down 
below us. The Deeps." 

"Its' a bad place, isn't it?" Cal put in. 

"Never been there myself. It's not somewhere you'd choose to go," Uncle Tam said with a measured 
look at Will. 

"But what's there?" Will asked, desperate to learn more about where his father had gone. 

"Well, five or so miles down, there are other... I suppose you could call them settlements. That’s 
where the Miners' Train stops, where the Coprolites live." He sucked loudly on his pipe. "The air's sour 
down there. It's the end of the line, but the tunnels go farther — miles and miles, they say. Legends even 
tell of an inner world down deep, at the center, older towns and older cities, larger than the Colony." 
Uncle Tam chortled dismissively. "Reckon it's a load of codswallop, myself." 

"But has anyone ever been down these tunnels?" Will asked, hoping in his heart of hearts that 
someone had. 


"Well, there've been stories. In the year two twenty or thereabouts, they say a Colonist made it back 
after years of Banishment. What was his name... Abraham something?" 

"Abraham de Jaybo," Grandma Macaulay said quietly. 

Uncle Tam glanced at the door and lowered his voice. "When they found him at the Miners’ Station, 
he was in a terrible state, covered in cuts and bruises, his tongue missing — cut out, they say. He was 
almost starved to death, like a walking corpse. He didn't last long; died a week later from some unknown 
disease that made his blood boil up through his ears and mouth. He couldn't speak, of course, but some 
say he made drawings, loads of them, as he lay on his deathbed, too afraid to sleep." 

"What were the drawings of?" Will was wide-eyed. 

"All sorts, apparently; infernal machines, strange animals and impossible landscapes, and things no 
one could understand. The Styx said it was all the product of a diseased mind, but others say the things he 
drew really exist. To this very day the drawings are kept under lock and key in the Governor's vaults... 
though no one I know's ever seen them." 

"God, I'd give anything to look at those," Will said, spellbound. 

Uncle Tam gave a deep chuckle. 

"What?" Will asked. 

"Well, apparently, that Burrows fellow said the selfsame thing when he was told the tale... the 
selfsame words, he used. 


After the talk, the tea, the "fancies," and the revelations, Uncle Tam finally rose with a cavernous 
yawn and stretched his powerful frame with several bone-chilling clicks. He turned to Grandma 
Macaulay. 

"Well, come on, Ma, high time I got you home." 

And with that, they bade their farewells and were gone. Without Tam's booming voice and infectious 
guffaws to fill it, the house suddenly seemed a very different place. 

"T'll show you where you'll be sleeping," Cal said to Will, who only mumbled in response. It was as 
though he were under some kind of spell, his mind teeming with new thoughts and feelings that, try as he 
might, he couldn't keep from rising to the surface like a shoal of hungry fish. 

They wandered out into the hallway, where Will perked up slightly. He began to study the succession 
of portraits hanging there, working his way gradually along. 

"I thought your granny live in this house," he asked Cal in a distant voice. 

"She's allowed to come visit me here." Cal immediately looked away from Will, who wasn't slow in 
noticing there was more to this than Cal was letting on. 

"What do you mean, ‘allowed to'?" 

"Oh, she's got her own place, where Mother and Uncle Tam were born," Cal said evasively, with a 
shake of his head. "C'mon, let's go!" He was halfway up the stairs with the backpack hooked over his arm 
when, to his exasperation, he found Will wasn't following him. Peering over the banister, Cal saw that he 
was still hovering by the portraits, his curiosity piqued by something at the end of the hallway. 

Will's hunger for discovery and adventure had taken hold of him again, sweeping aside his sheer 
fatigue and his preoccupation with all he'd so recently learned. "What's through herre?" he asked, pointing 
at a black door with a brass handle. 

"Oh, it's nothing. Just the kitchen," Cal replied impatiently. 

"Can I have a quick look?" Will said, already heading for the door. 

" Cal sighed. "Oh, all right, but there's really nothing to see," he said in a resigned tone and 
descended the stairs, stowing the pack at the bottom. "It's just a kitchen!" 

Pushing through the door, Will found himself in a low-ceilinged room resembling something from a 
Victorian hospital. And it not only looked but smelled like one, too, a strong undercurrent of carbolic 
blending with indistinct cooking smells. The walls were a dull mushroom color, and the floor and work 
surfaces were covered with large white tiles, crazed with a myriad of scratches and fissures. In places, 
they had been worn into dappled hollows by years of scrubbing. 

His attention was drawn to the corner, where a lid was gently clattering on one of a number of 
saucepans being heated on an antiquated stove of some kind, its heavy frame swollen and glassy with 
burned-on grease. He leaned over the nearest saucepan, but its simmering contents were obscured by 
wisps of steam as it gave off a vaguely savory aroma. To his right, beyond a solid-looking butcher's block 
with a large-bladed cleaver dangling from a hook above, Will spotted another door leading off the 
kitchen. 

"Where does that go?" 

"Look, wouldn't you rather...," Cal 's voice trailed off as he realized it was futile to argue with his 
brother, who was already nosing into the small adjoining room. 

Will's eyes lit up when he saw what was in there. It was like an alchemist's storeroom, with shelf 
upon shelf of squat jars containing unrecognizable pickled items, all horribly distorted by the curvature of 
the thick glass and discolored by the oily fluid in which they were immersed. They resembled anatomical 
specimens preserved in formaldehyde. 


On the bottom shelf, laid out on dull metal trays, Will noticed a huddle of objects the size of small 
soccer balls that had a gray-brown bloom to them. 

"What are these?" 

"They're pennybuns — we grow them all over, but mostly in the lower chambers." 

"What do you use them for?" Will was crouching down, examining their velvety, mottled surfaces. 

"They're mushrooms. You eat them. You probably had some in the Hold." 

"Oh, right," Will said, making a face as he stood upright. "And that?" he said, pointing at some strips 
of what appeared to be beef jerky hanging from racks above. 

Cal smiled broadly. "You should be able to tell what it is." 

Will hesitated for a moment and then leaned a little closer to one of the strips; it was definitely meat 
of some description. He sniffed tentatively, then shook his head. 

"No idea." 

"Come on. The smell?" 

Will closed his eyes and sniffed again. "No, it doesn't smell like anything I—" His eyes snapped 
open and he looked at Cal. "It's rat, isn't it?" he said, both pleased that he was able to identify it and, at the 
same time, kind of appalled by the finding. "You eat rat?" 

"It's delicious... there's nothing wrong with that. Now, tell me what kind is it? Cal asked, reveling in 
Will's evident disgust. "Pack, sewer, or sightless?" 

"I don't like rats, let alone eat them. I haven't got the slightest idea." 

Cal shook his head slowly, with an expression of mock disappointment. 

"It's easy, this is sightless," he said, lifting the end of one of the lengths with his finger and sniffing it 
himself. "More gamey than the others — it's a bit special. We usually have it on Sundays." 

They were interrupted by a loud, machine gun-like humming behind them, and both spun around at the 
same time. There, purring with all his might, sat Bartleby, his huge amber eyes fixed on the meat strips 
and drops of anticipatory saliva dripping off his bald chin. 

"Out!" Cal shouted at him, pointing at the kitchen door. The cat didn't move an inch, but sat resolutely 
on the tiled floor, completely mesmerized by the sight of the meat. 

"Bart, I said get out!" Cal shouted again. The cat snarled threateningly and bared his teeth, a pearly 
stockade of viciously sharp pegs, as his skin erupted with a wave of goose pimples. 

"You insolent mutt!" Cal snapped. "You know you don't mean that!" 

Cal aimed a playful kick at the disobedient animal, which dodged sideways, easily avoiding the 
blow. Turning slowly, Bartleby gave them both a slightly scornful look over his shoulder, then padded 
lethargically away, his naked, spindly tail flicking in a gesture of defiance behind him. 

"He'd sell his soul for rat, that one," Cal said, shaking his head and smiling. 

After the brief tour of the kitchen, Cal showed Will up the creaking wooden staircase to the top floor. 

"This is Father's room," he said, opening a dark door halfway down the landing. "We're not supposed 
to go in here. There'll be big trouble if he catches us." 

Will quickly glanced back down the stairs to assure himself the coast was clear before following. A 
huge four-poster bed dominated Mr. Jerome's room, so tall it almost touched the dilapidated ceiling that 
sagged ominously down toward it. The space around it was bare and featureless, and a single light burned 
in one corner. 

"What was here?" Will asked, noticing a row of lighter patches on the wall. 

Cal looked at the ghostly squares and frowned. "Pictures — there used to be lots of them before 
Father stripped the room out." 

"Why'd he do that?" 

"Because of mother — she'd furnished it, it was her room, really," Cal replied. "After she left, 
Father..." He fell silent, and because he didn't seem inclined to volunteer any more on the subject, Will 


felt he shouldn't probe further — for the moment, anyway. He certainly hadn't forgotten how the 
photograph Grandma Macaulay had shown him of his mother had been inexplicably hidden away. None of 
these people — Uncle Tam, Grandma Macaulay, or Cal — were divulging the whole story. Even if they 
were indeed his true family — and Will once again found himself questioning the fantastical notion that 
they were — there was evidently more to all this than he was being told. And he was determined to find 
out what it was. 

Back out on the landing, Will paused to admire an impressive light orb supported by a ghostly bronze 
hand protruding from the wall. 

"These lights, where do they come from?" he asked, touching the cool surface of the sphere. 

"I don't know. I think they're made in the West Cavern." 

"But how do they work?" Dad had one looked at by some experts, but they didn't have a clue." 

Cal regarded the light with a noncommittal air. "I don't really know. I do know that it was Sir 
Gabriel Martineau's scientists who discovered the formula—" 

"Martineau?" Will interrupted, recalling the name from the entry in his father's journal. 

Cal carried on, regardless: "No, I couldn't really tell you what makes them work — I think they use 
Antwerp glass, though. It has something to do with how the elements mix under pressure." 

"There must be thousands of these down here." 

"Without them we couldn't survive," Cal replied. "Their light is like sunlight to us." 

"How do you turn them off?" 

"Turn them off?" Cal looked at Will quizzically, the illumination bathing his pale face. "Why in the 
world would you want to do that?" 

He started down the landing, but Will stayed put. "So are you going to tell me about this Martineau?" 
he demanded. 

"Sir Gabriel Martineau," Cal said carefully, as if Will was showing a distinct lack of respect. "He's 
the Founding Father — our savior — he built the Colony." 

"But I read he died ina fire in... um... well, several centuries ago." 

"That's what they'd have you Topsoilers believe. There was a fire, but he didn’t die in it," Cal 
replied with a scornful curl of his lip. 

"So what happened, then?" Will shot back. 

"He came down here with the Founding Fathers to live, of course." 

"The Founding Fathers?" 

"Yes, the Founding Fathers, OK?" Cal said in exasperation. "I'm not going into all that now. You can 
read about it in the Book of Catastrophes, if you're so interested." 

"The Book...2?" 

"Oh, just come on already," Cal snapped. He stared at Will and ground his teeth with such irritation 
that Will refrained from asking any further questions. They continued down the landing and went through a 
door. 

"This is my room. Father arranged another bed when he was told you had to stay with us." 

"Told? Who by?" Will asked in a flash. 

Cal raised his eyebrows as if he ought to know better, so Will just looked around the simple 
bedroom, not much larger than his own back home. Two narrow beds and a wardrobe almost filled it, 
with very little space in between. He perched on the end of one of the beds and, noticing a set of clothes 
left on the pillow, glanced up at Cal. 

"Yes, they're yours," Cal confirmed. 

"I suppose I could do with a change," Will muttered, looking down at the filthy jeans he was 
wearing. He opened the bundle of new clothes and felt the fabric of the waxy trousers. The material was 
rough, almost scaly to the touch — he guessed it was a coating to keep out the damp. 


While Cal lay back on his bed, Will began to get changed. The clothes felt strange and cold next to 
his skin. The pants were stiff and scratchy, and they fastened with metal buttons and a belt tie. He 
wrestled into the shirt without bothering to undo it, and then slowly wriggled his shoulders and arms as if 
trying to get a new skin to fit. Last of all, he shrugged on the long jacket with the familiar shoulder mantle 
that they all wore. Although glad to be out of his filthy clothes, the replacements felt stiff and restrictive. 

"Don't worry, they loosen up once they're warm," Cal said, noticing his discomfort. Then Cal got up 
and clambered across Will's bed to get to the wardrobe, where he knelt down and slid out an old Peek 
Freans cookie tin from beneath it. 

"Have a look at these." He put the tin on Will's bed and pried off the lid. 

"This is my collection," he announced proudly. He fished around in the tin, taking out a battered cell 
phone, which he handed to Will, who immediately tried to turn it on. It was dead. Neither use nor 
ornament: Will remembered the oft-used phrase his father would trot out on such occasions, which was 
ironic considering most of Dr. Burrows's prize possessions didn't fit into either category. 

"And this." Cal produced a small blue radio and, holding it up to show Will, he clicked on the 
switch. It crackled with tinny static as he swiveled one of the dials. 

"You won't pick up anything down here," Will said, but Cal was already taking something else out of 
the tin. 

"Look at these, they're fantastic." 

He straightened out some curling car brochures, mottled with chalky spots of mildew, and passed 
them to Will as if they were priceless parchments. Will frowned as he surveyed them. 

"These are very old models, you know," Will said as he browsed through the pages of sports cars 
and family sedans. "The new Capri,” he read aloud and smiled to himself. 

He glanced at Cal and noticed the look of total absorption on the boy's face as he lovingly arranged a 
selection of chocolate bars and a bag of cellophane-wrapped candies in the bottom of the tin. It was as if 
he was trying to find the perfect composition. 

"What's all the chocolate for?" Will asked, actually hoping that Cal might offer him some. 

"T'm saving it for a very special occasion," Cal said as he lovingly handled a bar of Mars Bar. "I just 
love the way it smells." He drew the bar under his nose and sniffed extravagantly. "That's enough for 
me... I don't need to open it." He rolled his eyes in ecstasy. 

"So where did you get all this stuff?" Will asked, putting down the car brochures, which curled 
slowly back into a disheveled tube. Cal glanced warily at the bedroom door and moved a little closer to 
Will. 

"Uncle Tam," he said in a low voice. "He often goes beyond the Colony — but you mustn't tell 
anyone. It would mean Banishment." He hesitated and glanced at the door again. "He even goes Topsoil." 

"Does he now?" Will said, scrutinizing Cal 's face intently. "And when does he do that?" 

"Every so often." Cal was speaking so softly that Will had difficulty hearing him. "He trades things 
that..." He faltered, realizing that he was overstepping the mark. "...that he finds." 

"Where?" Will asked. 

"On his trips," Cal said obliquely as he packed the items back into the tin, replaced the lid, and 
pushed it once again under the wardrobe. Still kneeling, he turned to Will. 

"You're going to get out, aren't you?" he asked with a sly grin. 

"Huh?" Will said, taken aback by the abruptness of the question. 

"Come on, you can tell me. You're going to escape, aren't you? I just know it!" Cal was literally 
vibrating with excitement as he waited for Will's response. 

"You mean back to Highfield?" 

Cal nodded energetically. 

"Maybe, maybe not. I don't know yet," Will said guardedly. Despite his emotions and everything he 


felt for his newfound family, he was going to play it safe for now; a small voice in his head was still 
warning him that this could be part of an elaborate plan to ensnare him and keep him here forever, and that 
even this boy who claimed to be his brother could be working for the Styx. He wasn't quite ready to trust 
him yet, not completely. 

Cal looked directly at Will. 

"Well, when you do, I'm coming with you." He was smiling, but his eyes were deadly serious. Will 
was taken completely unawares by this suggestion and didn’t know how he was going to answer, but at 
that point was saved by a gong sounding insistently from somewhere in the house. 

"That's dinner, Father must be home. Come on." Cal leaped up and ran out the door and down the 
stairs to the dining room, Will following closely behind. Mr. Jerome was already seated at the head of a 
deep-grained wooden table. As they entered, he didn't look up, his eyes remaining fixed on the table in 
front of him. 

The room couldn't have been more different from the sumptuous drawing room Will had seen earlier. 
It was spartan and the furniture basic, appearing to be constructed from wood that had endured centuries 
of wear. On closer inspection, he could see that the table and chairs had been fabricated from a mishmash 
of different woods of conflicting shades and with grains at odds to each other; some parts were waxed or 
varnished, while others were tough with splintery surfaces. The high-backed dining chairs looked 
particularly rickety and archaic, with spindly legs that creaked and complained when the boys took their 
places on either side of the sullen-faced Mr. Jerome, who barely gave Will a glance. Will shifted in his 
seat, trying to get comfortable and wondering idly how the chairs could accommodate someone of Mr. 
Jerome's impressive bulk without giving up the ghost. 

Mr. Jerome cleared his throat loudly and without any warning he and Cal leaned forward, their eyes 
closed and their hands folded on the table in front of them. A little self-consciously, Will did likewise. 

"The sun shall no longer set, nor shall the moon withdraw itself, for the Lord will be your 
everlasting light and the dark days of your mourning will be ended," Mr. Jerome droned. 

Will couldn't stop himself from peeping at the man through his half-closed eyes. He found all this a 
little odd — no one would have ever thought of saying grace in his house. Indeed, the closest they ever got 
to anything resembling a prayer was when his mother yelled, "For God's sake, shut up!" 

"As it is above, so it is below," Mr. Jerome finished. 

"Amen," he and Cal said in unison, too quickly for Will to join in. They sat up, and Mr. Jerome 
tapped a spoon on the tumbler in front of him. 

There was a moment of uncomfortable silence during which no one at the table looked at anyone 
else. Then a man with long greasy hair shambled into the room. His face was deeply lined and his cheeks 
were gaunt. He was wearing a leather apron, and his tired and listless eyes, like dying candle flames in 
cavernous hollows, lingered briefly on Will and then quickly turned away. 

As Will watched the man make repeated trips in and out of the room, shuffling to each of them in turn 
to serve the food, he came to the conclusion that he must have endured great suffering, possibly a severe 
illness. 

The first course was a thin broth. From its steamy vapors, Will could detect a spiciness, as if 
copious amounts of curry powder had been ladled into it. This came with a side dish of small white 
objects, similar in appearance to peeled gherkins. Cal and Mr. Jerome wasted no time in starting on their 
soup and, between loud exhalations, they both made the most outrageous noises as they sucked the liquid 
from their spoons, splashing large amounts of it over their clothes and simply ignoring the mess. The 
symphony of slurps and loud gulps reached such a ridiculous crescendo that Will couldn't stop himself 
from staring at both of them in utter disbelief. 

Finally, he picked up his own spoon and was just at the point of taking his first tentative mouthful 
when, out of the corner of his eye, he saw one of the white objects on his side plate twitch. Thinking he'd 


imagined it, he emptied the contents of his spoon back into his bowl and instead used the utensil to roll the 
object over. 

With a shock he found it had a row of tiny, dark brown pointed legs neatly folded beneath it. It was a 
grub of some kind! He sat bolt upright and watched with horror as it curved its back, its miniscule spiky 
legs rippling open in an undulating wave, as if to greet him. 

His first thought was that it had gotten there by mistake, so he glanced at Mr. Jerome's and Cal's side 
plates, wondering if he should say something. At that very moment, Cal picked up one of the white objects 
from his own plate and bit into it, chewing it with gusto. Between his thumb and forefinger, the remaining 
half of the grub twitched and writhed, oozing a clear fluid over his fingertips. 

Will felt his stomach heave, and he dropped his spoon in his soup dish with such a crash that the 
serving man came in and, finding that he was not wanted, promptly exited again. As Will tried to quell his 
nausea, he saw that Mr. Jerome was looking straight at him. It was such a hateful stare that Will 
immediately averted his eyes. As for Cal, he was intent on finishing the still-writhing half-grub, sucking it 
into his mouth as if he was devouring a very fat strand of spaghetti. 

Will shuddered; there was absolutely no way he could bring himself to drink his soup now, so he sat 
there feeling distinctly unnerved and out of place until the serving man cleared the bowls away. Then the 
main course appeared, a gravy-soaked mush just as indeterminate as the broth. Will prodded suspiciously 
at everything on his plate just to make sure that nothing was still alive. It seemed harmless enough, so he 
began to pick at it without enthusiasm, quailing involuntarily with each mouthful, all the while 
accompanied by his fellow diners' gastronomic cacophony. 

Although Mr. Jerome hadn't said a single word to Will during the whole meal, the unbridled 
resentment radiating from him was overwhelming. Will had no idea why this was, but he was vaguely 
beginning to wonder if it had something to do with his real mother, the person no one seemed to be 
prepared to talk about. Or perhaps the man simply despised Topsoilers like him? Whatever it was, he 
wished the man would say something, anything at all, just to break the agonizing silence. From Mr. 
Jerome's demeanor, Will knew full well that it wouldn't be pleasant when it came; he was prepared for 
that. He just wanted to get it over with. He began to sweat and tried to loosen the starched collar of his 
new shirt by running his finger inside it. It seemed to Will as if the room were filling with a chilled and 
poisonous aspic; he felt suffocated by it. 

His reprieve finally came when, finishing his plate of mush, Mr. Jerome downed a glass of murky 
water and then abruptly got up. He folded his napkin twice and tossed it carelessly onto the table. He 
reached the door just as the wretch of a serving man was entering with a copper bowl in his hands. To 
Will's horror, Mr. Jerome elbowed him brutally aside. Will thought the man was going to fall as he 
lurched against the wall. He fought to regain his balance as the contents of the bowl tipped out, and apples 
and oranges rolled around the floor and under the table. 

As if Mr. Jerome's behavior was nothing out of the ordinary, the serving man didn't so much as 
murmur. Will could see a cut on his lip and blood trickling down his chin as the unfortunate man crawled 
around the base of his chair, retrieving the fruit. 

Will was flabbergasted, but Cal seemed to be ignoring the incident altogether. Will watched the 
pathetic man until he left the room and then, deciding there was nothing he could do, turned his attention to 
the bowl of fresh fruit — there were bananas, pears, and a couple of figs in addition to the apples and 
oranges. He helped himself, grateful for something familiar and recognizable after the first two courses. 

At that moment the front door slammed with such a crash that the casement windows shook. Will and 
Cal listened as Mr. Jerome's footsteps retreated down the front path. It was Will who broke the silence. 

"Doesn't like me much, does he?" 

Cal shook his head as he peeled an orange. 

"Why—" Will stopped short as the servant returned and stood submissively behind Cal 's chair. 


"You can go," Cal ordered rudely, not even bothering to look at the man, who slipped quietly out of 
the room. 

"Who was that?" Will inquired. 

"Oh, that was just Watkins." 

Will didn't speak for a moment, then asked, "What did you say his name was?" 

"Watkins... Terry Watkins." 

Will repeated the name to himself several times. "I'm sure I know that from somewhere." Although he 
couldn’t quite put his finger on it, the name triggered a sense of foreboding in him. 

Cal continued eating, enjoying Will's confusion, and then Will remembered with a start. "They went 
missing, the whole family!" 

"Yes, they certainly did." 

Taken aback, Will quickly looked across at Cal. "They were snatched!" 

"They had to be, they were a problem. Watkins stumbled onto an air channel, and we couldn't have 
him telling anybody." 

"But that can't be Mr. Watkins — he was a big man. I've seen him... his sons went to my school," 
Will said. "No, that can't be the same person." 

"He and his family were put to work," Cal said coldly. 

"But..." Will stuttered as he juggled the mental image of Mr. Watkins as he used to appear with how 
he looked now. "...he looks a hundred years old. What happened to him?" Will couldn't help but think of 
his own predicament, and of Chester 's. So was that to be their fate? Forced into slavery for these people? 

"Just as I said, they were all put to work," Cal repeated, lifting a pear to smell its skin. Noticing 
there was a smear of Mr. Watkins blood on it, he polished it on his shirt before taking a bite. 

Will was regarding his brother now with renewed scrutiny, trying to figure him out. The warmth he'd 
been beginning to feel toward him had all but evaporated. There was a vindictiveness, a hostility even, 
evident within the younger boy that Will didn't understand or very much care for. One moment he was 
saying he wanted to escape from the Colony, and the next he was acting as if he was completely at home 
here. 

Will's train of thought was broken as Cal glanced over at his father's empty chair and sighed. "This is 
very hard on Father, but you have to give him time. I suppose you bring back too many memories." 

"About what, exactly?" Will shot back, not feeling an ounce of sympathy for the surly old man. That 
was where the notion of his newfound family fell apart — if he never saw Mr. Jerome again, it would be 
too soon. 

"About Mother, of course. Uncle Tam says she always was a bit of a rebel." Cal sighed again, then 
fell silent. 

"But... did something bad happen?" 

"We had a brother. He was only a baby. He died from a fever. After that, she ran away." A wistful 
look came into Cal 's eyes. 

"A brother," Will echoed. 

Cal stared at him, any hint of his usual grin absent from his face. "She was trying to get both of us out 
when the Styx caught up." 

"So she escaped?" 

"Yes, but only just, and that's why I'm still here." Cal took another mouthful of pear and was still 
chewing when he spoke again. "Uncle Tam says she's the only one he knows who got out and stayed out." 

"She's still alive?" 

Cal nodded. "As far as we know. But she broke the laws, and if your break the law the Styx never let 
go, even if you make it Topsoil. It doesn't end there. One day, they will catch up with you, and then they 
will punish you." 


"Punish? How?" 

"In Mother's case, execution," he said succinctly. "That's why you have to tread very carefully." 

Somewhere in the distance, a bell began to toll. Cal got to his feet and glanced through the window. 
"Seven bells. We should go." 


Once they were outside, Cal forged ahead, and Will found it difficult to keep up, his new pants 
chafing against his thighs with every stride. It was as though they'd stepped into a river of people. The 
streets heaved with them, all dashing frantically in different directions as if they were late for something. 
It looked and sounded like a confused flock of leathery birds taking flight. Will followed Cal 's lead, and 
after several turns they joined the end of a line outside a plain-looking building that resembled a 
warehouse. In front of each of the studded wooden doors at the entrance a pair of Styx stood in their 
characteristic poses, arched over like vindictive principals about to strike. Will bowed his head, trying to 
blend in with the crowd and avoid the jet-black pupils of the Styx, which he knew would be upon him. 

Inside, the hall was deceptively big — around half the size of a football field. Large flagstones, 
shiny with dark patches of damp, formed the floor. The walls were roughly plastered and whitewashed. 
Looking around, he could see elevated platforms in the four corners of the hall, crude wooden pulpits, 
each with a Styx in place, hawkishly scrutinizing the gathering. 

Halfway down the left and right walls were two huge oil paintings. Because of the sheer mass of 
people in the way, Will didn't have a clear view of the painting on the right, so he turned to examine the 
one nearer to him. In the foreground was a man dressed in a black coat and a dark green vest, sporting a 
top hat above his somewhat lugubrious and mutton-chopped face. He was studying a large sheet of paper, 
which might have been a plan, spread open in his hands. And he appeared to be standing in the midst of 
some kind of earthworks. Huddled at his sides were many other men with pickaxes and shovels, all of 
them looking at him with rapt admiration. For no particular reason, it brought to Will's mind pictures he'd 
seen of Jesus and his disciples. 

"Who's that?" Will asked Cal, motioning toward the painting as people bustled past them. 

"Sir Gabriel Martineau, of course. It's called the Breaking of the Ground." 

With the ever-increasing crowds of people milling around in the hall, Will had to jig his head from 
side to side to make out more of the painting. Other than the main figure, who Will now knew was 
Martineau himself, the ghostly faces of the workmen fascinated him. Silvery rays of what could have been 
moonlight radiated from above and fell on their faces, which glowed with a soft, saintly luminosity. And 
adding to this effect, many of them appeared to have an even brighter light directly above their heads, as if 
they had halos. 

"No," Will murmured to himself, realizing with a start that they weren't halos at all, but that it was 
their white hair. 

"Those others?" he said to Cal. "Who are they?" 

Cal was about to reply when a portly Colonist barged rudely into him, spinning him almost 
completely around. The man continued determinedly on his way without so much as an apology, but Cal 
didn't seem to be the slightest bit annoyed by the man's conduct. Will was still waiting for an answer as 
Cal wheeled back to face him again. He spoke as if he were addressing someone who was irretrievably 
stupid. 

"They're our ancestors, Will," he said with a sigh. 

"Oh." 

Despite the fact that Will was burning with curiosity about the picture, it was hopeless — his view 


was now almost completely blocked by the massing crowd. Instead, he turned to the front of the hall, 
where there were ten or so carved wooden pews, packed with closely seated Colonists. Going up on 
tiptoes to try to see what was beyond them, he caught sight of a massive iron crucifix fixed to the wall — 
it seemed to be made from two sections of railway track, bolted together with huge round-headed rivets. 

Cal tugged him by the sleeve, and they pushed their way through the gathering to a position closer to 
the pews. The doors thudded shut, and Will realized that the hall had been crammed to capacity in 
scarcely any time at all. He found it stifling, squashed against Cal on one side and bulky Colonists on the 
others. The room was warming up quickly, and wraithlike wisps of steam were beginning to rise from the 
damp clothes of the crowd and encircle the hanging lights. 

The hubbub of conversation died down as a Styx mounted the pulpit by the side of the metal cross. 
He wore a full-length black gown, and his shining eyes lanced through the foggy air. For a brief moment, 
he closed them and inclined his head forward. Then he slowly looked up, his black gown opening, making 
him look like a bat about to take flight as he extended his arms toward the congregation and started to 
speak in a sibilant monastic drone. At first, Will couldn't quite catch what he was saying, even though 
from the four corners of the room the voices of the other Styx were reiterating the words of the preacher in 
scratchy whispers, a sound not unlike the massed tearing of dry parchments. Will listened more intently as 
the preacher raised his voice. 

"Know this, brethren, know this," he said, his gaze scything through the congregation as he drew 
breath melodramatically. 

"The surface of the earth is beset by creatures in a constant state of war with one another. Millions 
perish on either side, and there is no limit to the brutality of their malice. Their nations fall and rise, only 
to fall again. The vast forests have been laid low by them, and the pastures defiled with their poison." All 
around him Will heard mumbled words of agreement. The preacher Styx leaned forward, grasping the 
edge of the pulpit with his pale fingers. 

"Their gluttony is matched only by their appetites for death, affliction, terror, and banishment of 
every living thing. And, despite their iniquities, they aspire to rise to the firmament... but, mark this, the 
excessive weight of their very sins will weigh them down." There was a pause as his black eyes scanned 
the flock and, raising his left arm above his head, a long, bony index finger pointing upward, he continued. 

"Nothing remains on the soil or in the great oceans that shall not be hunted, disturbed, or despoiled. 
To the living things slain in droves, these defilers are both the sepulcher and the means of transition." 

"And when the judgment comes" — he lowered his arm now and pointed forebodingly at members of 
the congregation through the hazy atmosphere — "and mark these words, it will... then they will be hurled 
into the abyss and forever lost to the Lord... and on that day, the truthful, the righteous, we of the true way, 
will once again return to reclaim the surface, to begin again, to build the new dominion... the new 
Jerusalem. For this is the teaching and the knowledge of our forefathers, passed down to us through the 
ages by the Book of Catastrophes." 

A hush filled the hall, absolute and unbroken by a single cough or shuffle. Then the preacher spoke 
again, in a calmer, almost conversational tone. 

"So let it be known, so let it be understood." He bowed his head. 

Will thought he glimpsed Mr. Jerome seated in the pews, but couldn’t be sure because he was so 
completely hemmed in. 

Then, without warning, the whole congregation joined in with the Styx 's monotone: "The earth is the 
Lord's, and the followers thereof, the earth and all that dwell therein. We give our eternal gratitude to our 
Savior, Sir Gabriel, and the Founding Fathers for their shepherdship and for the flowing together into one 
another, as all that happens in God's earth is also on the highest level, the Kingdom of God." 

There was a moment's pause, and the Styx spoke again. "As above, so below." 

The voices of the congregation boomed amens as the Styx took a step back, and Will lost sight of 


him. He swung around to Cal to ask him a question, but there was no time as the congregation immediately 
started to file toward the doorway, leaving the hall as swiftly as it had collected. The boys were swept 
along in the tide of people until they found themselves back on the street, where they stood watching them 
depart in all directions. 

"I don't get this 'As below, so above' stuff," Will told Cal in a low voice. "I thought everybody hated 
Topsoilers." 

"Above isn't Topsoil," Cal replied, so loudly and in such a petulant tone that several burly men in 
earshot turned to regard Will with snarls of disgust. He winced — he was beginning to wonder if having a 
younger brother was all it was cut out to be. 

"But how often do you have to do that — go to church?" Will ventured when he had recovered 
sufficiently from Cal 's last response. 

"Once a day," Cal said. "You go to church Topsoil, too, don't you?" 

"Our family didn't." 

"How strange," Cal said, looking shiftily around to check that no one could overhear him. "Load of 
drivel, anyway," he sneered under his breath. "C'mon, we're going to see Tam. He'll be at the tavern in 
Low Holborn." 

As they reached the end of the street and turned off it, a flock of white starlings spiraled above them 
and swung into a barrel roll toward the area of the cavern where the boys were now heading. Appearing 
from nowhere, Barleby joined them, flicking his tail and wobbling his bottom jaw at the sight of the birds, 
and giving a rather sweet and plaintive mew that was totally at odds with his appearance. 

"Come on, you crazy beast, you'll never catch them," Cal said as the animal sauntered past, his head 
held high as he hankered after the birds. 

As the boys walked, they passed hovels and small workshops: a smithy where the blacksmith, an old 
man, backlit by the blaze from his furnace, hammered relentlessly on an anvil, and places with names like 
Geo. Blueskin Cartwrights and Erasmus Chemicals. Of particular fascination to Will was a dark, oily- 
looking yard full of carriages and broken machinery. 

"Shouldn't we really be getting back?" Will asked, stopping to peer through the wrought-iron railings 
at the strange contraptions. 

"No, Father won't be home for a while yet," Cal said. "Hurry up, we should get a move on." 

As they progressed toward what Will assumed was the center of the cavern, he couldn't stop himself 
from looking all around at the amazing sights and the packed houses, huddled together in seemingly 
endless rows. Until now he hadn't fully appreciated just how huge this place was. And looking up he saw 
a shimmering haze, a shifting, living thing that hung like a cloud above the chaos of rooftops, fed by the 
collective glow of the light of all the orbs below. 

For a moment, it reminded Will of Highfield during the summer doldrums, except that where there 
should have been sky and sunlight, there were only glimpses of an immense stone canopy. Cal quickened 
his pace as they passed Colonists who, from their lingering glances, evidently knew who Will was. A 
number crossed the road to avoid him, muttering under their breath, and others stopped where they stood, 
glowering at him. A few even spat in his direction. 

Will was more than a little distressed by this. 

"Why are they doing that?" he asked quietly, falling back behind his brother. 

"Ignore them," Cal replied confidently. 

"It's like they hate me or something." 

"It's always the same with outsiders." 

"But...," Will began. 

"Look, really, don’t worry about it. It'll pass, you'll see. It's because you're new and, don't forget, 
they all know who your mother is," Cal said. "They won't do anything to you." All of a sudden, he drew to 


a halt and turned to Will. "But through here keep your head down and keep moving. Understand? Don't 
stop for anything." 

Will didn't know what Cal was talking about until he saw the entrance by the other boy's side: It was 
a passage barely more than shoulder-width. Cal slipped in, with Will reluctantly following behind. It was 
dark and claustrophobic, and the sulfurous stench of old sewage hung in the air. Their feet splashed 
through unseen puddles of unidentifiable liquids. He was careful not to touch the walls, which were 
running with a dark, greasy slime. 

Will was grateful they finally emerged into the dim light, but then he gasped as he beheld a scene that 
was straight out of Victorian London. Buildings loomed on either side of the narrow alleyway, slanting 
inward at such precarious angles that their upper stories almost met. They were timber-framed and in a 
terrible state of disrepair. Most of their windows were either broken or boarded up. 

Although he couldn't tell where they originated, Will heard the sound of voices and cries and 
laughter coming from all around. There were odd snatches of music, as if scales were being played on a 
strangled zither. Somewhere a baby was wailing persistently and dogs were barking. As they strode 
quickly past the badly deteriorated facades, Will caught whiffs of charcoal and tobacco smoke and, 
through the open doorways, glimpsed people huddled at tables. Men is shirtsleeves hung out of windows, 
staring at the ground listlessly as they smoked their pipes. There was an open channel in the middle of the 
alley, down which a sluggish trickle of sewage ran through vegetable waste and other filth and detritus. 
Will nearly blundered into it, but stepped sharply to the edge of the alleyway to avoid it. 

"No! Watch yourself!" Cal warned quickly. "Keep away from the sides!" 

As they hurried along Will hardly let himself blink as he feasted his eyes on everything he saw 
around him. He was murmuring, "Just fantastic," over and over again to himself, living history, when his 
attention was caught by something else. There were people in the narrow passageways that branched off 
on either side. Mysterious shadowy outlines were stirring within them, and he heard hushed voices, 
snatches of hysterical muttering, and even, at one point, the far-off sound of someone screaming in agony. 

From one of these passageways a dark figure lurched. It was a man with a black shawl over his 
head, which he hoisted up to reveal his gnarled face. It was covered with a sickly layer of sweat, and his 
skin was the color of old bone. He grabbed at Will's arm with his hand, his rheumy yellow eyes looking 
deep into the startled boy's. 

"Ah, what is it you're after, my sweet thing?" he wheezed asthmatically, his lopsided smile revealing 
a row of jagged brown stumps for teeth. Bartleby snarled as Cal hurriedly pushed himself between Will 
and the man, yanking Will from the man's grasp and not letting go of him through several twists and turns 
of the alley until at last they were out and back onto a well-lit street again. Will breathed a sigh of relief. 

"What was that place?" 

"The rookeries. It's where the paupers live. And you only saw the outskirts — you really wouldn't 
want to find yourself in the middle of it," Cal said, dashing ahead so quickly that Will had to work to keep 
up. He was still feeling the aftereffects of the ordeal in the Hold; his chest ached and his legs were 
leaden. But he wasn't about to let Cal see any weakness, and forced himself on. 

While the cat bounded ahead into the distance, Will doggedly followed Cal 's lead as he leaped over 
the larger pools of water and skirted around the occasional gushing downpour. Falling from the shadows 
of the cavern roof above, these torrents seemed to spring from nowhere, like upturned geysers. 

They wound their way through a series of broad streets jam-packed with narrow terraced houses 
until, in the distance, Will spotted the lights of a tavern at the apex of a sharp corner where two roads met. 
People thronged outside it in various states of intoxication, laughing raucously and shouting, and from 
somewhere a woman's voice was singing shrilly. As he got closer, Will could make out the painted sign, 
The Buttock amp; File, with a picture of the weirdest-looking locomotive he had ever seen, which had, it 
appeared, an archetypal devil as its driver, scarlet-skinned and replete with horns, trident, and arrow- 


tipped tail. 

The frontage and even the windows of the tavern were painted black and covered in a film of gray 
soot. People were so tightly packed in that they were overflowing onto the sidewalk outside. To a man, 
they were drinking from dented pewter tankards, while a number smoke either long clay pipes or turnip- 
shaped objects, which Will didn't recognize but which reeked of chronically soiled diapers. 

As he stuck close behind Cal, they passed a top-hatted man standing at a small folding table. He was 
calling, "Find the painted lady? Find the painted lady!" to a couple of interested onlookers as he deftly cut 
a pack of cards using only a single hand. "My good sir," the man proclaimed as one of the onlookers 
stepped up and slapped a coin down on the green baize of the table. The cards were dealt, and Will was 
sorry not to see the outcome of the game, but there was absolutely no way he was going to become 
separated from his brother as they pushed deeper into the midst of the throng. Surrounded by all these 
people he felt very vulnerable, and was just debating whether he could persuade Cal to take him home 
when a friendly voice boomed out. 

" Cal! Bring Wil over here!" 

There was an immediate lull in the chatter around them, and in the silence all heads turned toward 
Will. Uncle Tam emerged from a group of people and extravagantly waved over the two boys. The faces 
in the crowd outside the tavern were varied: curious, grinning, blank — but for the most part sneering 
with unbridled hostility. Tam seemed not the slightest bit bothered by this. He threw his thick arms around 
the boys' shouders and turned his head to face the crowd, staring back at them in mute defiance. 

The cacophony continued inside the tavern, only serving to make the yawning silence outside, and the 
rising tension that accompanied it, even more intense. This horrible hush filled Will's ears, crashing and 
swelling and drowning everything out. 

Then an earsplitting belch, the longest and loudest Will had ever heard, ripped from someone in the 
crowd. As the last echoes rang back from the neighborhood buildings, the spell was broken, and the 
whole crowd exploded into peals of harsh laughter, intermingled with cheers and the random wolf 
whistle. 

It wasn't long before all this merriment subsided and people settled down again, the chatter resuming 
as a Small man was widely congratulated and patted on the back so forcibly that he had to cover his drink 
with his hand to prevent it from slopping onto the pavement. 

Still acutely self-conscious, Will kept his head bowed. He couldn't help noticing when Bartleby, 
stretched out under the bench where the men sat, jerked suddenly, as if some parasite or other had bitten 
him. Doubling up, the cat began to lick his nether regions with a hind leg pointing heavenward, looking 
remarkably like a badly plucked turkey. 

"Now that you've met the great unwashed," Uncle Tam said, his eyes briefly flicking back over the 
crowd, "let me introduce you to royalty, the crume de la crume. This is Joe Waites," he said, maneuvering 
Will face to face with a wizened old man. His head was topped with a tightly fitting skullcap that seemed 
to compress the upper half of his face, making his eyes bulge out and hoisting his cheeks up into an 
involuntary grin. A solitary tooth protruded from his top jaw like an ivory tusk. He proffered his hand to 
Will, who shook it reluctantly, somewhat surprised to find it warm and dry. 

"And this" — Tam inclined his head to a dapper man sporting a tawdry checkered three-piece suit 
and black-rimmed glasses — "is Jesse Shingles." The man bowed gracefully and then chuckled, raising 
his thick eyebrows. 

"And, not least, the one and only Imago Freebone." A man with long, dank hair plaited into a biker's 
ponytail shot out a mittened hand, his voluminous leather coat flapping open to reveal his immense deep- 
chested barrel of a body. Will was so intimidated by the sheer mass of the man, he almost took a step 
back. 

"Deeply pleased to meet such a hallowed legend, we being such 'umble personages," Imago said, 


bending his bulk forward and tugging a nonexistent forelock with his other hand. 

"Uh... hello," Will said, uncertain what to make of him. 

"Knock it off," Tam warned with a grimace. 

Imago straightened up, offering his hand again, and in a normal voice said, "Will, very good to meet 
you." Will shook it again. "I shouldn't tease," Imago added earnestly. "We all know what you've been 
through, only too well." His eyes were warm and sympathetic as he continued to clasp Will's hand 
between both of his, finally releasing it with a comforting squeeze. "I've had the pleasure of the Dark 
Light myself several times, courtesy of our dear friends," he said. 

"Yeah, gives you the most god-awful heartburn," Jesse Shingles said with a smirk. 

Will was more than a little daunted by Uncle Tam's associates and their strange appearances, but, 
looking around, it struck him that they weren't that different from most of the revelers outside the tavern. 

"I got you both a quart of New London," Tam handed the two tankards to the boys. "Go easy on it, 
Will, you won't have tasted anything like that before." 

"Why? What's in it?” Will asked, eyeing with suspicion the grayish liquid with a thin froth on top. 

"Ya don't wanta know, my boy, really, ya don't," Tam said, and his friends laughed; Joe Waites made 
peculiar noises, while Imago threw back his head and gave an extravagant but completely silent laugh, his 
great shoulders heaving violently. Under the bench, Bartleby grunted and noisily licked his chops. 

"So you've been to your first service," Uncle Tam asked. "What did you make of it?" 

"It was, um... interesting," Will said noncommittally. 

"Not after years of it, it ain't," Tam said. "Still, it keeps the White Necks at bay." He took a deep 
swig from his tankard, then straightened his back and let out a contented sigh. "Yep, if I had a florin for 
every 'As above, so bloody below' I've said, I'd be a rich man today." 

"As yesterday, so tomorrow, " Joe Waites said in a weary, nasal voice, mimicking a Styx preacher. 
"So sayeth the Book of Catastrophes. " He gave a huge exaggerated yawn, which afforded Will a rather 
unsettling view of his pink gums and the sad, lone tooth. 

"And if you've heard one catastrophe, you've heard them all." Imago nudged Will in the ribs. 

"Amen," chorused Jesse Shingles and Joe Waites, knocking their tankards together and laughing. 
"Amen to that!" 

"Now, now, it brings comfort to them that don't have minds of their own," Tam said. 

Will looked out of the corner of his eye at Cal and saw that he was joining in and laughing with the 
rest of them. This puzzled Will; at times his brother appeared to be filled with a religious zeal, but at 
others he didn't stint at showing a total lack of respect, even a contempt, for it. 

"So, Will, what do you miss most about life up top?" Jesse Shingles suddenly asked, jerking his 
thumb toward the rock roof above their heads. Will looked uncertain and was about to say something 
when the little man went on. "I'd miss the fish and chips, not that I've ever tasted them." He winked 
conspiratorially at Imago. 

"That's enough of that." Tam's brow creased with concern as he cast his eyes over the people milling 
around them. "Not the time or the place." 

Cal had been happily sipping his drink but noticed Will was being a little reticent with his. He 
wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and turned to his brother, gesticulating toward his so-far- 
untouched tankard. "Go on, try it!" 

Will tentatively took a mouthful of the chalky fluid and held it in his mouth for a moment before 
gulping it down. 

"Well?" Cal inquired. 

Will ran his tongue around his lips. "Not bad," he said. Then it bit. His eyes widened and watered as 
his throat began to burn. He spluttered, trying vainly to stifle the coughing fit that followed. Uncle Tam 
and Cal grinned. "I'm not old enough to drink this stuff," Will gasped, putting the tankard back on the table. 


"Who's to stop you? Whole different set of rules down here. As long as you stay within the law, pull 
your weight, and attend their services, nobody minds if you let off a little steam. It's nobody's business, 
anyway," Tam said, slapping him gently on the back. 

As if to show their agreement, the assembled group raised their tankards and clanked them together 
with salutations of "Up yer cludgy!" 

And so it went, drink after drink, until about the fourth or fifth round — Will had lost count. Tam had 
just finished telling a convoluted and unfathomable joke about a flatulent policeman and a blind orb- 
juggler's daughter that Will could make neither head nor tail of, although all the others found it hilarious. 

Picking up his tankard and still chuckling, Tam suddenly peered into his drink and, with his thumb 
and forefinger, pulled something out of the froth. "I got the bloody slug again," he said as the others burst 
once more into fits of uncontrolled laughter. 

"You'll be married within the month if you don't eat it!" Imago roared. 

"In that case...!" Tam laughed and, to Will's amazement, placed the limp gray object on his tongue. 
He moved it around inside his mouth before chewing and then swallowing it, to shouts of applause form 
his friends. 

In the lull that followed, Will felt sufficiently emboldened with Dutch courage to speak up. 

"Tam — Uncle Tam — I need your help." 

"Anything, lad," Tam said, resting his hand on Will's shoulder. "You only have to ask." 

But where did he start? Where did he begin? He had so many concerns swirling through his 
befuddled mind... finding his father... and what about his sister... and his mother... but which mother? 
Through this haze, one pressing thought crystallized — one thing above all else, that he had to do. 

"I have to get Chester out," Will blurted. 

"Shhh!" Tam hissed. He glanced nervously around. They all drew together to encircle him in a 
secretive huddle. 

"Have you any idea what you're asking?" Tam said under his breath. 

Will looked at him blankly, not sure how to respond. 

"And where would you go? Back to Highfield? Think you'd ever be safe there again, with the Styx 
hunting you? You wouldn't last a week. Who'd protect you?" 

"I could go to the police," Will suggested. "They'd—" 

"You're not listening. They have people everywhere." Tam reiterated forcefully. 

"And not just in Highfield," Imago interjected in a low voice. "You can't trust anyone Topsoil, not the 
police... not anyone." 

Tam nodded in agreement. "You'd need to lose yourself somewhere they'll never think of looking for 
you. Do you know where you might go?" 

Will didn't know whether it was fatigue or the effect of the alcohol, but he was finding it hard to fight 
back the tears. "But I can't just do nothing. When I needed help to find my dad," he said hoarsely, his 
throat tightening with emotion, "the one person I could rely on was Chester, and now he's stuck in the 
Hold... because of me. I owe it to him." 

"Have you any idea what it's like to be a fugitive?" Tam asked. "To spend the rest of your years 
running from every shadow, without a single friend to help you because you're a danger to anyone you're 
around?" 

Will swallowed noisily as Tam's words sank in, aware that all eyes in their little group were on him. 

"If I were you, I'd forget about Chester," Tam said harshly. 

"IL... just... can't," Will said in a strained voice, looking into his drink. "No..." 

"It's the way things are down here, Will... you'll get used to it," Tam said, shaking his head 
emphatically. 

The high spirits of only a few minutes earlier had completely evaporated, and now Cal 's face and 


those of Tam's men, gathered closely around Will, were stern and unsympathetic. He didn't know if he'd 
put his foot in it and said totally the wrong thing, but he couldn't just leave it at that — his feelings were 
too strong. He lifted his head and looked Tam straight in the eye. 

"But why do you all stay down here?" he asked. "Why doesn't everyone just get out... escape?" 

"Because," Tam began slowly, "all said and done, this is home. It might not be much, but it's all most 
people know." 

"Our families are here," Joe Waites put in forcefully. "Do you think we could just take off and leave 
them? Have you any idea what would happen if we did?" 

"Reprisals," Imago said in a voice that was barely a croak. "The Styx would slaughter the lot them." 

"Rivers of blood," Tam whispered. 

Joe Waites pressed even closer to Will. "Do you really think we'd be happy living in a strange place 
where everything is so completely foreign to us? Where would we go? What would we do?" he gushed, 
trembling with agitation as he spoke. It was obvious he was extremely upset by Will's questions, only 
beginning to regain his composure when Tam laid a comforting hand on his shoulder. 

"We'd be out of place... out of time," Jesse Shingles said. 

Will could only nod, cowed by the sheer intensity of emotion he'd aroused in the group. He sighed 
shakily. 

"Well, whatever, I have to get Chester out. Even if I have to do it myself," he said. 

Tam regarded him for a moment and then shook his head. "Stubborn as a mule. Talk about like 
mother, like son," he said, a grin returning to his face. "D'you know, it's uncanny how much you sound like 
her. Once Sarah set her mind on something there was no budging her." He ruffled Will's hair with his large 
hand. "Stubborn as a bloody mule." 

Imago tapped Tam's arm. "It's him again." 

Relieved that he was no longer the center of attention, Will was a little slow to catch on, but when he 
did he observed that across the street a Styx was talking to a hefty man who had wiry white hair and long 
sideburns and wore a shiny brown coat with a grimy red neckerchief coiled around his stubby neck. As he 
watched, the Styx nodded, turned, and walked away. 

"That Styx has been dogging Tam for a long time now," Cal whispered to Will. 

"Who is he?" Will asked. 

"Nobody knows their names, but we call him the Crawfly, on account he can't so easily be shaken 
off. He's on a personal vendetta to bring down Uncle Tam." 

Will watched as the figure of the Crawfly dissolved into the shadows. 

"He's had it infor your family since your ma gave the White Necks the slip and went Topsoil," Imago 
said to Will and Cal. 

"And till my dying day I'll swear he did in my pa," Tam said, his voice flat and oddly lacking in any 
emotion. "He killed him, all right... that was no accident." 

Imago shook his head slowly. "That was a horrible thing," he agreed. "A horrible thing." 

"So what's he cooking up with that scum over there?" Tam said, frowning as he turned to Imago. 

"Who was he talking to?" Will asked, peering at the other man, who was now crossing the road 
toward the crowd outside the tavern. 

"Don't look at him... that's Heraldo Walsh. A cutthroat... nasty piece of work," Cal warned. 

"A burglar, lowest of the low," Tam growled. 

"But what's he doing talking to a Styx, then?" Will said, totally confused. 

"Wheels within wheels," Tam muttered. "The Styx are a devious bunch. A belt becomes a snake with 
them." He turned to Will. "Look, I may be able to help you with Chester, but you've got to promise me one 
thing,” he whispered. 

"What's that?" 


"If you get caught, you'll never implicate Cal, me, or any of us. Our lives and our families are here 
and, like it or not, we have to stay in this place with the White Necks... the Styx. That's our lot. And I'll 
say it again: They'll never let it rest if you cross them... they will do everything they can to catch up with 
you-—" Suddenly, Tam broke off. 

Will saw the alarm in Cal 's eyes. He spun around. Heraldo Walsh was standing not five feet away. 
And behind him a throng of drunkards had parted fearfully to allow a phalanx of brutish-looking Colonists 
through. They were clearly Walsh's gang — Will saw the fiery hatred in their faces. His blood ran cold. 
Tam immediately stepped to Will's side. 

"What do you want, Walsh?" Tam said, his eyes narrowed and his fists clenched. 

"Ah, my old friend, Tamfoolery," Heraldo Walsh said with a vile, gappy grin. "I just wanted to see 
this Topsoiler for myself." 

Will wished the ground would open up and swallow him. 

"So you're the type of scum that chokes our air channels and pollutes our houses with your foul 
sewage. My daughter died because of your kind." He took a step closer to Will, raising his hand 
threateningly, as if he was going to grab at the pertrified boy. "Come 'ere, you stinking filth!" 

Will cowered. His first impulse was to run, but he knew his uncle wasn't about to let anything happen 
to him. 

"That's far enough, Walsh." Tam took a step toward the man to block his approach. 

"You're fraternizing with the godless, Macaulay," Walsh yelled, his eyes never leaving Will's face. 

"And what do you know of God?" Tam retorted, stepping fully in front of Will to shield him. "Now, 
you drop it! He's family!" 

But Heraldo was like a dog with a bone — he wasn't about to let go. Behind him, his supporters 
were egging him on and cursing. 

"You call that family?" He thrust a dirt-stained finger at Will. "Sarah Jerome's mongrel?" 

At this, several of his men let out wild howls and whoops. 

"He's the filthy offspring of that traitorous woman who ran for the sun," Heraldo snapped. 

"That's it," Tam hissed through his clenched teeth. He slung the dregs of his beer at the man, hitting 
him square in the face, dousing his hair and sideburns with the watery gray fluid. 

"Nobody insults my family, Walsh. Step up to the scratch," Tam scowled. 

Heraldo Walsh's coterie began to chant, "Milling, milling, milling!" and very soon cheers filled the 
air aS everyone out on the sidewalk joined in. Others came rushing out of the tavern door to see what all 
the commotion was about. 

"What's going on?" Will asked Cal, terrified out of his wits as the huge crowd hemmed them in. Right 
in the center of the closely packed, overexcited rabble, Tam stood resolutely in front of the dripping 
Heraldo Walsh, locked in an angry staring match. 

"A fistfight," Cal said. 

The pub owner, a stocky man in a blue apron, with a sweaty red face, pushed through the tavern 
doors and threaded his way through the mob until he reached the two men. He barged in between Tam and 
Heraldo Walsh and kneeled down to fix shackles to their ankles. As they both took a step back, Will saw 
that the shackles were connected by a length of rusty chain, so that the two fighters were bound together. 

Then the owner reached into his apron pocket and brought out a piece of chalk. He drew a line on the 
pavement halfway between them. 

"You know the rules." His voice boomed melodramatically, as much for the benefit of the crowd as 
for the two men. "Above the belt, no weapons, biting, or gouging. It stops on a KO or death. 

"Death?" Will whispered shakily to Cal, who nodded grimly. 

Then the pub owner ushered everyone back until a human boxing ring had been squared off. This 
wasn't an easy task, because people were jostling against one another as they vied for a view of the two 


men. 

"Step up to the mark," the man said loudly. Tam and Heraldo Walsh positioned themselves on either 
side of the chalk line. The pub owner held their arms to steady them. Then he released them with the 
shouted order: "Commence!" and quickly retreated. 

In an attempt to knock his opponent off balance, Walsh immediately swung his foot back and the 
length of chain — six feet or so long — snapped taut, yanking Tam’'s leg forward. 

But Tam was ready for the maneuver and used the forward momentum to his advantage. He leaped 
toward Walsh, a huge right fist flying at the shorter man's face. The blow glanced off Walsh's chin, 
drawing a gasp from the crowd. Tam continued with a fast combination of blows, but his opponent 
avoided them with apparent ease, ducking and diving like a demented rabbit, as the chain between them 
rattled noisily on the pavement amid the shouts and cries. 

"By Jove, he's quick, that one," Joe Waites observed. 

"But he don't have Tam's reach, do he?" Jesse Shingles countered. 

Then Heraldo Walsh, crouching low, shot up under Tam's guard and landed a blow on his jaw, a 
sharp uppercut that jarred Tam's head. Blood burst from his mouth, but he didn't hesitate in his retaliation, 
bringing his fist down squarely on the top of Walsh's skull. 

"The pile driver!" Joe said excitedly and then shouted, "Go on, Tam! Go on, you beauty!" 

Heraldo Walsh's knees buckled and he reeled backward, spitting with anger, and came back 
immediately with a frenzied salvo of punches, clipping Tam around the mouth. Tam moved back as far as 
the limits of the chain would allow, colliding with the crowd. As people stepped on those behind to give 
the two fighters more room, Walsh pursued him. Tam used the time to collect himself and reorganize his 
guard. As Walsh closed in, his fists swiping the air in front of him, Tam ducked down and exploded back 
into his opponent with a combination of crushing blows to his rib cage and stomach. The noise of the 
thudding wallops, like bales of hay being thrown on the ground, could be heard over the shouts and jeers 
of the spectators. 

"He's softening him up," Cal said gleefully. 

Sporadic skirmishes were breaking out among the mob as arguments raged between the supporters of 
the two fighters. From his vantage point, Will saw heads bobbing up and down, fists flailing, and tankards 
flying, beer going everywhere. He also noticed that money was changing hands as bets were feverishly 
taken — people were holding up one, two, or three fingers and swapping coins. The atmosphere was 
carnivalesque. 

Suddenly, the crowd let out a deep "Oooh!" as, without warning, Heraldo Walsh landed a mighty 
right hook on Tam's nose. There was a dramatic lull in the shouting as the crowd watched Tam drop to 
one knee, the chain snapping tightly between them. 

"That's not good," Imago said worriedly. 

"Come on, Tam!" Cal shouted for all he was worth. "Macaulay, Macaulay, Macaulay...," he yelled, 
and Will joined in. 

Tam stayed down. Cal and Will could see blood running from his face and dripping onto the 
cobblestones of the street. Then Tam looked across at them and winked slyly. 

"The old dog!" Imago said under his breath. "Here it comes." 

Sure enough, as Heraldo Walsh stood over him, Tam rose up with all the grace and speed of a 
leaping jaguar, throwing a fearful uppercut that smashed into Walsh's jaw, forcing his teeth together in a 
bloodcurdling crunch. Heraldo Walsh staggered back, and Tam was on him, pounding him with deadly 
precision, striking the face of the smaller man so rapidly and with such force that he had no time to mount 
any form of defense. 

Something covered with spittle and blood shot from Heraldo Walsh's mouth and landed on the 
cobblestones. With a shock Will saw it was a large part of a shattered tooth. Hands reached into the ring 


in an attempt to snatch it away. A man in a moth-eaten trilby was the fastest off the mark, whisking it away 
and then vanishing into the throng behind him. 

"Souvenir hunters," Cal said. "Ghouls!" 

Will looked up just as Tam closed on his opponent, who was now being held up by some of his 
followers, exhausted and gasping for breath. Spitting out blood, his left eye swollen shut, Heraldo Walsh 
was pushed forward just in time to see Tam’s fist as he landed a final, crushing blow. 

The man's head snapped back as he fell against the crowd, which this time parted and watched him 
as he danced a slow, drunken, bent-leg jig for a few agonizing moments. Then he simply folded to the 
ground like a sodden paper doll, and the crowd fell silent. 

Tam was bent forward, his raw knuckles resting on his knees as he tried to catch his breath. The pub 
owner emerged from the throng and nudged Heraldo Walsh's head with his boot. He didn't move. 

"Tam Macaulay!" the owner yelled out to the silent mob, which suddenly erupted with a roar that 
filled the cavern and must have rattled the windows on the other side of the Rookeries. 

Tam's shackle was removed, and his friends ran over to him and helped him to the bench, where he 
sat down heavily, feeling his jaw as the two boys took their places on either side of him. 

"Little runt was faster than I thought," he said, looking down at his bloodied knuckles as he flexed 
them painfully. He was handed a full tankard by someone who slapped him on the back and then 
disappeared into the tavern. 

"The Crawfly's disappointed," Jesse said as they all turned to see the Styx at the end of the street, his 
back to them as he stolled away, drumming a pair of peculiar eyeglasses on his thigh as he went. 

"But he got what he wanted," Tam said despondently. "The word will go around that I've been in 
another brawl." 

"Don't matter," Jesse Shingles said. "You were justified. Everyone knows it was Walsh who started 
it." 

Tam looked at the sorry, limp figure of Heraldo Walsh, left where he'd dropped. Not one of his 
cronies had come forward to move him off the street. 

"One thing's for sure — he'll feel like a Coprolite's dinner when he wakes up," Imago chortled as a 
barman threw a bucket of water over the poleaxed figure and then returned inside the tavern, laughing as 
he wert. 

Tam nodded thoughtfully and took a huge mouthful of his drink, wiping his bruised lips with his 
forearm. 

"That's if he wakes up at all," he said quietly. 


Rebecca's room was filled with the heavy rumble of Monday morning traffic, car horns hooting 
impatiently from the streets thirteen floors below. A slight breeze ruffled the curtains. She wrinkled her 
nose distastefully as she smelled the stale stench of cigarettes from Auntie Jean's nonstop smoking the 
night before. Although the door to her bedroom was firmly shut, the smoke nosed its way into every nook 
and cranny, like an insidious yellow fog searching out new corners to taint. 

She got up, slipped on her bathrobe, and made her bed as she trilled the first couple of lines of "You 
Are My Sunshine." Lapsing into vague la-las for the rest of the song, she carefully arranged a black dress 
and a white shirt on the top of the bedspread. 

She went over to the door and, placing her hand on the handle, stopped completely still, as if she had 
been struck by a thought. She turned slowly and retraced her steps to her bed. Her eyes alighted on the 
pair of little silver-framed photographs on the table beside it. 

Taking them in her hands she sat on her bed, looking between the two. In one, there was a slightly 
out-of-focus photograph showing Will leaning on a shovel. In the other, a youthful Dr. and Mrs. Burrows 
sat on stripy deck chairs on an unidentified beach. In the picture, Mrs. Burrows was staring at an 
enormous ice cream, while Dr. Burrows appeared to be trying to swat a fly with a blurred hand. 

They had all gone their separate ways — the family had fallen apart. Did they seriously think she 
was going to stick around to babysit Auntie Jean, someone even more slothful and demanding than Mrs. 
Burrows? 

"No," Rebecca said aloud. "I'm done here." A thin smile flickered momentarily across her face. She 
glanced at the photographs one last time and then drew a long breath. 

"Props," she said, and threw them with such vehemence that they struck the discolored baseboard 
with a tinkle of breaking glass. 

Twenty minutes later she was dressed and ready to leave. She put her little suitcases next to the front 
door and went into the kitchen. In a drawer next to the sink was Auntie Jean's "cig stash." Rebecca tore 
open the ten or so packs of cigarettes and shook their contents into the sink. Then she started on Auntie 
Jean's bottles of cheap vodka. Rebecca twisted off the screw caps and poured them, all five bottles, into 
the sink, dousing the cigarettes. 

Finally she picked up the box of kitchen matches from beside the gas stove and slid it open. Taking 
out a single match, she struck it and set light to a crumpled-up sheet of newspaper. 

She stood well back and chucked the flaming ball into the sink. The cigarettes and alcohol went up 
with a satisfying whoosh, flames leaping out of the sink over the fake-chrome faucet and the chipped 
floral tiles behind them. Rebecca didn't stay to savor it. The front door slammed, and she and her little 
suitcases were gone. With the sound of the smoke alarm receding behind her, she made her way across the 
landing and into the stairwell. 


Since his friend had been spirited away, Chester, in the permanent night of the Hold, had passed 
beyond the point of despair. 

"One. Two. Thre..." He tried to straighten his arms to complete the push-up, part of the daily training 
routine he'd started in the Hold. 

"Thre..." He exhaled hollowly and sank down, defeated, his face coming to rest against the unseen 
filth on the stone floor. He slowly rolled over and sat up, glancing at the observation hatch in the door to 


make sure he wasn't being watched as he brought his hands together. Dear God... 

To Chester, praying was something from the self-conscious, cough-filled silences at school 
assemblies... something that followed the badly sung hymns, which, to the glee of their giggling 
confederates, some boys salted with dirty lyrics. 

No, only nerds prayed in earnest. 

... please send someone... 

He pressed his hands together even harder, no longer feeling any embarrassment. What else could he 
do? He remembered the great-uncle who had one day appeared in the spare room at home. Chester 's 
mother had taken Chester to one side and told him that the funny little twig-like man was having radiation 
treatments at a London hospital, and, although Chester had never set eyes on him before, she said he was 
«family» and that that was important. 

Chester pictured the man, with his Racing Post pamphlets and his harsh "I don't eat any of that 
foreign filth" when he was presented with a perfectly good plate of spaghetti Bolognese. He remembered 
the rasping cough punctuating the numerous «rollies» he still insisted on smoking, much to the 
exasperation of Chester 's mother. 

In the second week of car trips to the hospital the little man had gotten weaker and more withdrawn, 
like a leaf withering on a branch, until he didn't talk of "life up north" or even try to drink his tea. Chester 
had heard, but never understood why, the little man had cried out to God in their spare room in horrible 
wheezing breaths, in those days before he died. But he understood now. 

...help me, please... please... 

Chester felt lonely and abandoned and... and why, oh why, had he gone with Will on this ridiculous 
jaunt? Why hand't he just stayed at home? He could be there now, tucked up warm and safe, but he wasn't, 
and he had gone with Will... and now there was nothing he could do but mark the passage of days by the 
two depressingly identical bowls of mush that arrived at regular intervals and the intermittent periods of 
unfulfilling sleep. He had now grown used to the continual thrumming noise that invaded his cell — the 
Second Officer had told him it was due to machinery in the "Fan Stations." He had actually begun to find 
it kind of comforting. 

Of late, the Second Officer had mellowed slightly in his treatment of Chester and occasionally 
deigned to respond to his questions. It was almost as though it didn't matter anymore whether or not the 
man maintained his official bearing, which left Chester with the dreadful feeling that he might be there 
forever, or, on the other hand, that something was just around the corner, that things were coming to a head 
— and not for the better, he suspected. 

This suspicion had been further heightened when the Second Officer slung open the door and ordered 
Chester to clean himself up, providing him with a bucket of dark water and a sponge. Despite his 
misgivings, Chester was grateful for the opportunity to wash, although it hurt like crazy as he did it 
because his eczema had flared up like never before. In the past it had been limited to his arms, only very 
occasionally spreading to his face, but now it had broken out all over, until it seemed that every inch of 
his body was raw and flaking. The Second Officer had also chucked in some clothes for him to change 
into, including a pair of huge pants that felt as if they were cut from sackcloth and made him itch even 
more; if that was possible. 

Other than this, time tottered wearily by. Chester had lost track of how long he'd been alone in the 
Hold; it might have been as much as a month, but he couldn't be sure. 

At one point he got very excited when he discovered that by gently probing with his fingertips he 
could make out letters scratched into the stone of one of the cell walls. There were initials and names, 
some with numbers that could have been dates. And at the very bottom of the wall someone had gouged in 
large capitals: I DIED HERE — SLOWLY. After finding this, Chester didn't feel like reading any more of 
them. 


He'd also found that by standing on his toes on the lead-covered ledge, he could just reach the bars 
on a narrow slit window high up on the wall. Gripping these bars, he was able to pull himself up so he 
could see the jail's neglected kitchen garden. Beyond that there was a stretch of road leading into a tunnel, 
lit by a few ever-burning orb lampposts. Chester would stare relentlessly at the road where it 
disappeared into the tunnel, in the forlorn hope that maybe, just maybe, he might catch a glimpse of his 
friend, of Will returning to save him, like some knight-errant galloping to his rescue. But Will never came, 
and Chester would hang there, hoping and praying fervently, as his knuckles turned white with the strain, 
until his arms gave out and he would fall back into the cell, back into the shadows, and back into despair. 


"Wakey, wakey!" 

Will was rudely awoken from a deep and dreamless sleep by Cal shouting and shaking his shoulder 
mercilessly. 

Will's head throbbed dully as he sat up in his narrow bed. He felt more than a little fragile. 

"Get up, Will, we have duties." 

He had no idea what time it was, but he was certain it was very early indeed. He burped and, as the 
taste of the ale from the night before soured his mouth, he groaned and lay back down on his narrow bed. 

"I said get up!" 

"Do I have to?" Will protested. 

"Mr. Tonypandy's waiting, and he's not a patient man." 

How did I end up here? His eyes firmly shut, Will lay still, longing to go back to sleep. It felt to him 
exactly like the first day of school all over again, such was the sensation of dread that flooded through 
him. He had absolutely no idea what they had in store for him, and he wasn't in the mood to find out. 

"Will!" Cal shouted. 

"All right, all right." With sickening resignation he got up and dressed and followed Cal downstairs, 
where a short, heavyset man with a severe expression stood on the doorstep. He regarded Will with a 
look of overt disgust before turning his back on him. 

"Here, put these on quickly." Cal handed Will a heavy black bundle. Will unfolded it and struggled 
into what could only be described as ill-fitting oilskins, uncomfortably tight under the arms and around the 
crotch. He looked down at himself and then at Cal, who was dressed in the same clothing. 

"We look ridiculous!" he said. 

"You'll need them where you're going," Cal replied tersely. 

Will presented himself to Mr. Tonypandy, who didn't utter a word. He stared blankly at Will for a 
moment and then flicked his head to indicate that he should follow. 

On the street, Cal headed off in a different direction altogether. Although he was also on a work 
detail, it was in another quadrant of the South Cavern, and Will was seized with trepidation that he 
wouldn't be accompanying him. As irksome as Will sometimes found his brother, Cal was his touchstone, 
his keeper in this incomprehensible place with its primitive practices. He felt terribly vulnerable without 
him by his side. 

Following unenthusiastically behind, Will stole occasional glances at Mr. Tonypandy as he walked 
slowly along with a pronounced limp, his left leg heaving waywardly in its own orbit and his foot beating 
the cobbles with a soft thwack at each step. Practically as broad as he was tall, he wore a peculiar black 
ribbed hat that was pulled down almost to his eyebrows. It looked as though it was made of wool but, on 
closer inspection, appeared to be woven from a fibrous material, something similar to coconut hair. His 
short neck was as wide as his head, and it suddenly occurred to Will that, from behind, the whole thing 
resembled a big thumb sticking out of an overcoat. 

As they progressed along the street, other Colonists fell in behind them until the troop was as dozen 
or so in number. They were mostly young, between the ages of ten and fifteen, Will estimated. He saw that 
many of them were carrying shovels, while a few had a bizarre long-handled tool that looked vaguely like 
a pickax, with a spike on one side but a long, curved scoop on the other. From the wear on the leather- 
bound shaft handles and the state of the ironwork, Will could see that the tools had evidently been put to a 
great deal of use. 

Curiosity overcame him, and he leaned over to one of the boys walking beside him and asked in a 
low voice, "Excuse me, what's that thing you've got there?" 


The boy glared charily at him and muttered, "It's a pitch cleaver, of course." 

"A pitch cleaver," Will repeated. "Uh, thanks," he added as the boy deliberately slowed his pace, 
dropping back from him. At that point, Will felt more alone than he could ever remember and was 
suddenly overwhelmed by the strongest yearning to turn around and go back to the Jerome house. But he 
knew he had no alternative but to do what he was told down here in this place. He had to toe the line. 

Eventually they entered a tunnel, the tramping of their boots echoing around them. The tunnel walls 
haad diagonal veins of a shiny black rock running through them, like strata of obsidian or even, as he 
looked more closely, polished coal. Was that what they were on their way to do? Will's head 
immediately filled with images of miners stripped to the waist, crawling into narrow seams and hacking 
away at the dusty black coal face. His mind swam with apprehension. 

After a few minutes they crossed through into a cavern, smaller than the one they had just left. The 
first thing Will noticed was that the air was different in here; the humidity had increased to the point that 
he could feel the moisture collect on his face and mingle with his sweat. Then he noticed that the cavern 
walls were shored up with huge slabs of limestone. Cal had told him that the Colony was made up of an 
interlinking series of chambers, some naturally formed and others, like this one, man-made with partially 
reinforced walls. 

"I hope Dad's seen this!" Will said under his breath, longing to stop and savor his surroundings, 
perhaps even to do a sketch or two to record it. But he had to be content with taking in as much as he 
could as they tramped quickly along. 

There were fewer buildings in this cavern, giving it an almost rural feel, and a little farther on they 
marched by some oak-beamed barns and single-story houses like little bungalows, some freestanding but 
most built into the walls. As for the residents of the cavern, he saw only a handful of people carrying 
bulky canvas bags on their backs or pushing loaded wheelbarrows. 

The troop followed Mr. Tonypandy as he veered off the road and down into a deep trench, the 
bottom of which was full of sodden clay. Slippery and treacherous, it clung to their boots, hampering their 
progress as they weaved their way through a meandering course. Soon the trench opened into a sizable 
crater at the base of the cavern wall itself, and the work party drew up beside two crude stone-built 
structures with flat roofs. The boys seemed to know that they should just wait, leaning against their 
shovels and pitch cleavers as Mr. Tonypandy began a lively discussion with two older men who had 
emerged from one of the buildings. The boys in the troop joked and chatted noisily together, sometimes 
giving Will sidelong glances as he stood apart from them. Then Mr. Tonypandy left, limping off in the 
direction of the road, and one of the older men shouted over at Will. 

"You're with me, Jerome. Go to the huts." 

The man had a livid red scar in the shape of a crescent across his face. It began just above his mouth 
and ran up across his left eye and forehead, parting the man's snow-white hair and ending somewhere at 
the back of his head. But for Will, the man's eye, permanently weeping and shot through with a mottled 
cloudiness, was the most distressing aspect of his appearance. The eyelid over it was so torn and ragged 
that each time the man blinked, it was like a defective windshield wiper struggling to function. 

"In there! In there!" he barked as Will failed to acknowledge the order. 

"Sorry," Will answered quickly. Then he and two other youngsters followed the scar man into the 
nearest building. 

The interior was dank and, except for some equipment in the corner, appeared to be empty. They 
stood idly around as the scar man kicked at the dirt floor as if looking for something he'd lost. He began to 
swear wildly under his breath until his boot finally struck something solid. It was as metal ring. He pulled 
at it with both hands, and there was a loud creaking as a steel plate lifted to reveal an opening three feet 
square. 

"OK, down we go." 


One by one they filed down a wet, rusty stepladder, and once they had all reached the bottom, the 
scar man took the lantern from his belt and played it around the brick-lined tunnel. It wasn't quite high 
enough to stand up in and, judging by the state of the masonry, was clearly eroded and badly in need of 
repointing where the chalky mortar had crumbled away. Will guessed that it must have been in use for 
decades, if not centuries. 

Five inches or so of brackish water stood in the bottom of the tunnel, and it wasn't long before it 
plunged over the tops of Will's boots as he tagged behind the others. They had sloshed along for about ten 
minutes when the scar man stopped and turned to them again. 

"Under here..." The man spoke condescendingly to Will while the others watched. It was as if he 
were explaining something to a young child. "...are boreholes. We remove the sediment... we unblock 
them. Yes?" 

The scar man swung the lantern to illuminate the tunnel floor, which was heavily silted with little 
aggregations of flint and limestone shards rising out of the water. He slipped several coils of rope off his 
shoulder, and Will watched as each boy in turn took an end from him and tied it securely around his waist. 
The scar man tied the other end of each rope around himself, so that they were connected like a group of 
mountaineers. 

"Topsoiler," the scar man snarled, "we tie the rope around ourselves... we tie it well." Will didn't 
dare to question why as he took the rope and looped it around his waist, knotting it as best he could. As he 
tugged at it to test it, the man held out a battered pitch cleaver for him. 

"Now we dig." 

The two boys began to hack away at the floor of the tunnel, and Will knew he was meant to do 
likewise. Probing with the unfamiliar tool, he edged his way along the brick lining under the swilling 
waters until he came to a softer patch of compacted sediment and stones. He hesitated, glancing at the 
other boys to reassure himself he was doing the right thing. 

"We keep digging, we don't stop," the scar man shouted as he shone the lantern on Will, who 
immediately began to dig. It was hard going, both because of the cramped conditions and because the tool 
he was using, the pitch cleaver, was unfamiliar. And the job wasn't made any easier by the water, which, 
however fast he worked, would keep washing back into the deepening hole after every stroke. 

It wasn't long before Will had come to grips with this new tool and mastered his technique. Now 
well into his stride, it felt good just to be digging again, and all of his worries seemed to be forgotten, 
even if only for a short while, as he threw load after load of stone and sopping soil out of the hole. With 
the water rushing in after every scoopful, he was soon thigh-deep in the borehole, and the other boys had 
to work furiously just to keep up with him. Then, with a bone-shaking judder, his pitch-cleaver jarred 
against something immovable. 

"We dig around it!" the scar man snapped. 

With sweat running down his dirty face and stinging his eyes, Will glanced at the scar man and then 
back at the water lapping against his oilskins, trying to work out the reason for their task. He knew he'd 
get short shrift from the scar man if he asked, but his curiosity was getting the better of him. He was just 
looking up to pose a question when there was an urgent cry, cut off almost as soon as it started. 

"BRACE!" the scar man screamed. 

Will turned just in time to see one of the other boys completely vanish with a loud gurgling as the 
water gushed down into what now looked like a huge drain the size of a manhole. The rope yanked tight, 
cutting into Will's waist and jerking with the fallen boy's desperate movements. The scar man leaned back 
and dug his boots into the grit and debris of the tunnel floor. Will found he was pinned to the edge of his 
borehole. 

"Pull yourself up!" the scar man shouted in the direction of the swirling hole. Will watched with 
alarm until he saw grimy fingers snaking up the rope as the boy heaved himself out against the flow. As he 


got to his feet again, Will saw the terrified look on his mud-streaked face. 

"One hole down. Now the rest of you get a move on," the scar man said, lounging back against the 
wall behind him as he took out a pipe and began to clean its bowl with a pocketknife. 

Will stabbed away blindly at the tightly compacted sediment around the object wedged in the hole, 
until most of it had been removed. He couldn't tell what it was, but when he jabbed at the obstruction 
itself, it felt spongy, as if it were waterlogged timber. As he drove his heel down in an attempt to loosen 
it, there was a sudden whoosh as it dislodged, and the surface beneath his feet literally gave way. There 
was nothing he could do, he was in free fall, water sluicing down around him with a cascade of gravel 
and slurry. His body banged against the sides of the borehole, his hair and face drenched and covered in 
grit. 

He twitched like a marionette as the rope broke his fall. In less than a second, he'd gathered his wits; 
he guessed he'd dropped almost twenty feet, but he had no idea what lay below him in the blackness. 

Now's my chance. It occurred to him in a flash. 

He desperately groped under his oilskins, in his pants pockets, his hand closing on the penknife. 

...CO escape... 

He peered below him into the absolute darkness of the unknown, calculating the odds, the rope 
tensing as the others began to pull. 

...and Dad's down here... somewhere... The idea blinked through his mind as brightly as a neon 
sign. 

...down here, down here, down here... it repeated, flashing on and off with the irksome buzz of an 
electrical discharge. 

...water, I can hear water... 

"CLIMB THE ROPE, BOY!" he heard the scar man bellowing from somewhere above. "CLIMB 
THE ROPE!" 

Will's mind raced as he tried to catch the sounds below him; faint splashes and the gurgle of moving 
water were just audible over the pendulum creaks of the thick rope that bit into his waist, his lifeline back 
to the Colony above. 

...but how deep is it? 

There was water below, that much was certain, but he didn't know if it was sufficient to cushion his 
fall. He flicked open the blade and pressed it against the rope, poised to cut it. 

Yes... no? 

If the water wasn't deep enough, he'd be jumping to his death in this godforsaken, lonely place. He 
pictured jagged shards of rock, razor-sharp and deadly, like a line drawing from a comic book... the next 
frame was his lifeless body, impaled and broken as his blood pumped out of him, mingling with the 
darkness. 

But he felt rash and daring. He drew the blade against the rope, and the first braid of fibers separated 
beneath it. 

A daring escape! flashed in his mind, even brighter that before, like a byline from some Hollywood 
adventure. The words were proud and brave, but then the image of Chester 's face, laughing and happy, 
reared up, shattering it into a million fragments. Will shivered from the cold, his body drenched and 
plastered with mud. 

The muted hollering of the scar man once again drifted from above, as vague and confused as a 
yodeler down a drainpipe, wrenching Will from his thoughts. He knew he should start to do it. Then he 
sighed, and all the courage and bravado were gone. In their place was the cold certainty that if not now, 
there'd be another opportunity to escape later, and he would take it next time. 

He tucked away the penknife, twisted himself upright, and began the laborious climb back to the 
others. 


Seven long hours later he'd lost count of how many boreholes they'd cleared as they progressed 
farther and farther into the tunnel. Finally glancing at his pocket watch under the light of the lantern, the 
scar man told them they were finished for the day. They trudged back toward the stepladder, and Will set 
off alone for the journey home, his hands and back aching horribly. 

As he climbed out of the trench and made his way slowly along the road, he spotted a couple of 
Colonists outside a building with a pair of large garage-type doors. They were surrounded by banks of 
stacked crates. 

As one of the men stepped back from the gathering, Will heard a high-pitched laugh. Then he saw 
something that made him blink and rub his eyes. A man in a puce-pink blazer and straw boater pranced in 
the middle of the group. 

"Can't be! No! It is! It's Mr. Clarke, junior!" he said aloud, without meaning to. 

"What?" came a voice from behind. It was one of the boys who had been working with Will in the 
tunnel. "You know him?" 

"Yes! But... but... what in the world is he doing here?" Will was dumbfounded as he thought of the 
Clarke's shop on Main Street and struggled with the displaced apparition of Mr. Clarke junior down here, 
still cavorting within the circle of stocky Colonists. As he watched, Will saw that he was picking things 
from the boxes with little theatrical flourishes and displaying them to his audience, sweeping them along 
his sleeve like a crooked watch salesman before placing them delicately on a trestle table. Then the other 
shoe dropped. 

"Don't tell me he's selling fruit!" Will said. 

"And vegetables." The boy looked curiously at Will. "The Clarkes have been trading with us for as 
long as—" 

"My God, what's that? " Will interrupted him, pointing at an outlandish figure that had stepped into 
view from the shadow of a towering stack of fruit boxes. Apparently ignored, it stood outside the huddle 
of Colonists and inspected a pineapple as if it were a rare artifact while the exchange continued with the 
gesticulating Mr. Clarke junior. 

The boy followed Will's finger to the stationary figure, which appeared to be human, with arms and 
legs, but was swathed in some kind of bloated diver's suit, which was a dull bone color. It was bulbous, 
like a caricature of a fat man, and the head and face were completely obscured by a hoodlike extension. 
Its large goggles glinted as they caught the light of a street lamp. It looked like a man-shaped slug, or, 
rather, a slug-shaped man. 

"Don't you know anything?" The boy laughed with undisguised scorn at Will's ignorance. "Its only a 
Coprolite." 

Will frowned. "Oh, right, a Coprolite." 

"From down there,” the boy said, flicking his eyes toward the ground as he walked away. Will 
lingered behind for a moment to watch the strange being — it moved so slowly it reminded Will of the 
leeches that inhabited the sludge at the bottom of the school fish tank. It was an improbable scene, the 
pink-jacketed Mr. Clarke junior peddling his wares to the crowd while the Coprolite examined a 
pineapple, both deep in the bowels of the earth. 

He was deliberating whether to go over to talk to Mr. Clarke junior when he spotted two policemen 
at the edge of the crowd. He left quickly and went on his way, nagged by a question that elbowed all other 
thoughts aside. If the Clarkes knew about the Colony, then how many others in Highfield were leading 
double lives? 


As the weeks passed, Will was assigned to further work details in other parts of the Colony. It gave 
him an insight into the functionings of this subterranean culture, and he was determined to document as 
much of it as he could in his journal. The Styx were at the very top of the pecking order and a law unto 
themselves, and next came a small governing elite of Colonists, to which Mr. Jerome was privileged to 
belong. Will hand no idea what he or these Governors actually did, and, on detailed questioning, it 
appeared that Cal didn't, either. Then there were the ordinary Colonists and finally an underbelly of 
unfortunates, who either could not work or refused to do so, and they were left to rot in ghettos, the largest 
of which was the Rookeries. 

Every afternoon, after Will had swabbed the dirt and sweat off himself using the basic facilities in 
the so-called bathroom of the Jerome house, Cal would watch as he sat on his bed and jotted down 
meticulous notes, adding the occasional sketch where he felt it was warranted. Perhaps it would be of 
children working at one of the garage dumps. It was quite a scene; these tiny Colonists, little more than 
toddlers, so adept at scavenging the huge mounds of litter and taking so much care to sort everything into 
hoppers for processing, 

"Nothing goes to waste," Cal had told him. "I should know, I used to do it!" 

Or it might be a picture of the stark fortress in the farthermost corner of the South Cavern where the 
Styx lived, which had a huge iron stockade enclosing it. This drawing had been by far the greatest 
challenge for Will because he hadn't had an opportunity to get very close. With sentries patrolling the 
neighboring streets, it wouldn't do to be caught showing too much interest in it. 

Cal was at a loss to understand why Will took such great pains to write in his journal. He 
persistently badgered Will, asking him what the point of it all was. Will had replied that it was something 
his father had taught him to do whenever they found anything during their excavations. 

And there it was again, his father. Dr. Burrows was still his father as far as he was concerned, and 
Mr. Jerome, even if he was Will's real father — though he still wasn't wholly convinced of that — came a 
poor second in Will's estimation. And his deranged Topsoil mother, and his sister, Rebecca, still felt like 
family. Yet he felt such affection for Cal, Uncle Tam, and Grandma Macaulay that sometimes his loyalties 
churned in his head with the ferocity of a stoppered tornado. 

As he put the finishing touches on a sketch of a Colony house, his mind wandered and he began to 
daydream again about his father's journey into the Deeps. Will was eager to discover what lay down there 
and knew that one day soon he would follow. However, every time he tried to imagine what the future 
might hold for him, he was brought back to bitter reality with a bump, to the plight of his friend Chester, 
still confined in that abysmal Hold. 

Will stopped drawing and rubbed the peeling calluses on the palms of his hands together. 

"Sore?" Cal asked. 

"Not as bad as they were," Will replied. His mind flashed back to the work detail earlier that day: 
clearing stone channels in advance of draining a huge communal cesspit. He shuddered. It had been the 
worst task he'd been designated so far. With aching arms he resumed his notes, but then his concentration 
was broken by the urgent wailing of a siren, the hollow and eerie sound filling the entire house. Will 
stood up, trying to pinpoint where it was coming from. 

"Black Wind!" Cal jumped off the bed and rushed over to close the window. Will joined him and 
saw people in the street below running pell-mell in all directions, until it was completely deserted. Cal 
pointed excitedly, then drew back his hand, looking at the hairs rising on his forearm from the rapid 
buildup of static in the air. 

"Here it comes!" He tugged at his brother's sleeve. "I love this." 


But nothing seemed to be happening. The siren's haunting wail continued as Will, not knowing what 
to look for, scanned the empty street for anything out of the ordinary. 

"There! There!" Cal shouted, peering farther down into the cavern. Will followed his gaze, trying to 
make out just what it was, but it seemed as though something was wrong with his vision. It was as if his 
eyes weren't focusing properly. 

Then he saw why. 

A solid cloud billowed up the street like ink diffusing through water, rolling and churning and 
obscuring everything in its wake. As Will looked down form the window he could see the streetlights 
bravely trying to burn even more brightly as the sooty fog almost blotted them out. It was as if nocturnal 
waves were closing over the submerged lights of a doomed ocean liner. 

"What is it?" Will asked, enthralled. He pressed his nose against the windowpane to get a better 
view of the dark fog spreading quickly along the rest of the street. 

"It's a sort of backwash from the Interior," Cal told him. "It's called a Levant Wind. It rises from the 
lower Deeps — a bit like a burp." He giggled. 

"Is it dangerous?" 

"No, just dust and stuff, but people think it's bad luck to breathe it. They say it carries germules." He 
laughed and then adopted a mock Styx monotone. "Pernicious to those that it encounters, it sears the 
flesh." He giggled again. "It's great, though, isn't it?" 

Will stared, transfixed. As the street below was obliterated from view, the window turned black, and 
he felt an uncomfortable pressure in his ears. His flesh seemed to be buzzing and all his hairs were 
standing on end. For several minutes, the dark cloud billowed by, filling their bedroom with the smell of 
burned ozone and a deadening silence. Eventually it began to thin out, the street lamps flickering through 
the swirling dust like the sun breaking through clouds, and then it was gone, leaving just a few diffuse gray 
smudges hanging n the air, as if the scene had been swept by a watercolorist's brush. 

"Now watch this?" 

"Sparklers?" Will asked, not believing what he was seeing. 

"It's a static storm. They always follow a Levant," Cal said, quivering with sheer excitement. "They 
give you one heck of a belt if you get in the way." 

Will watched in astounded silence as a host of fireballs spun out of the dispersing clouds all along 
the street. Some were the size of tennis balls, while others were as large as beach balls, all fizzing 
fiercely as bright sparks sprayed from their edges, as if a gang of delinquent pinwheels had gone on a 
flaming rampage. 

The two boys stood mesmerized as, right in front of them, a fireball as large as a melon, its vibrant 
light illuminating their young faces and reflecting in their wide eyes, abruptly went into a downward 
spiral, around and around, casting off sparks as it plummeted toward the ground, shrinking to the size of 
an egg. As it hovered just above the cobblestones, the dying fireball seemed to flicker that much more 
intensely before, in the blink of an eye, it sputtered out. 

Will and Cal were unable to tear themselves away from where it had been, the traces of its last 
seconds still imprinted on their retinas in little ecstatic tracks, like optical pins and needles. 


Far below the streets and houses of the Colony, a lone figure stirred. 

The wind had been a gentle breeze at first but rapidly built to a terrifying gale that spat grit in his 
face with all the ferocity of a sandstorm. He'd wound his spare shirt around his face and mouth as it grew 
even more intense, threatening to knock him off his feet. And the dust had been so dense and impenetrable 
that he hadn't been able to see his hands in front of him. 

There was nothing else to do but wait until it passed. He'd dropped to the ground and curled up into 
a ball, his eyes clogged and burning with the fine black dust. There he had remained, the wailing howl 
blasting out his thoughts until, frail from hunger, he fell into a half-sleeping, half-waking torpor. 

Sometime later, he shuddered awake and, not knowing how long he'd been curled up on the floor of 
the tunnel, lifted his head for a tentative look around. The strange darkness of the wind had gone, save for 
a few lingering clouds. Coughing and spitting, he sat up and shook the dust from his clothes. With a 
stained handkerchief he wiped his watering eyes and cleaned his spectacles. 

Then, on all fours, Dr. Burrows crawled around, scrabbling about in the dry grit, using the light of a 
luminescent orb to find the little pile of organic matter that he'd gathered for kindling before the dust storm 
had hit. Eventually locating it, he picked out something that resembled a curling fern leaf. He squinted at it 
curiously — he had no idea what it was. Like everything in the last five miles of tunnel, it was as dry and 
crisp as old parchment. 

He was becoming increasingly worried about his supply of water. As he'd boarded the Miners' 
Train, the Colonists had thoughtfully provided him with a full canteen, a satchel of dried vegetables of 
some type, some meat strips, and a packet of salt. He could ration the food, but the problem was definitely 
the water; he hadn't been able to find a fresh source from which to replenish his canteen for two whole 
days now, and he was running perilously low. 

Having rearranged the kindling, he began to knock two chunks of flint together until a spark leaped 
into it and a tiny flickering flame took hold. With his head resting on the grit floor, he gently blew on the 
flame and fanned it with his hand, nurturing it until the fire caught, bathing him in its glow. Then he 
squatted down next to his open journal, sweeping the layer of dust from the pages, and resumed his 
drawing. 

What a find! A circle of regular stones, each the size of a door, with strange symbols cut into their 
faces. Carved letters collided with abstract forms — he didn't recognize these characters from all his 
years of study. They were unlike any hieroglyphs he'd ever seen before. His mind raced as he dreamed of 
the people who had made them, who had lived far below the surface of the earth, quite possibly for 
thousands of years, yet had the sophistication to build this subterranean monument. 

Thinking he heard a noise, he suddenly stopped drawing and sat bolt upright. Controlling his 
breathing, he held completely still, his heart pounding in his chest, as he peered into the darkness beyond 
the fire's illumination. But there was nothing, just the all-pervading silence that had been his companion 
since the start of his journey. 

"Getting jumpy, old man," he said, relaxing again. He was reassured by the sound of his own voice in 
the confines of the rock passage. "It's just your stomach as usual, you stupid old fool," he said, and 
laughed out loud. 

He unwound the shirt from around his mouth and nose. His face was cut and bruised, his hair was 
matted, and a straggly beard hung from his chin. His clothes were filthy and torn in places. He looked like 
an insane hermit. As the fire crackled, he picked up his journal and concentrated on the circle of stones 
once again. 

"This is truly exceptional — a miniature Stonehenge. What an incredible discovery!" he exclaimed, 


completely forgetting for the moment how hungry and thirsty he was. His face animated and happy, he 
continued with his sketching. 

Then he put down his journal and pencil and sat unmoving for a few seconds as a faraway look crept 
into his eyes. He got to his feet and, taking the light orb in his hand, backed away from the fire until he 
was outside the stone circle. He began to stroll slowly around it. As he did so, he held the orb to the side 
of his face like a microphone. He pursed his lips and dropped his voice a tone or two in an attempt to 
mimic a television interviewer. 

"And tell me, Professor Burrows, newly appointed Dean of Subterranean Studies, what does the 
Nobel Prize mean to you?" 

Now walking more quickly around the circle, a jaunty spring in his step, his voice reverted to its 
normal tone and he moved the light orb to the other side of his face. He adopted a slightly surprised 
manner with pantomime hesitancy. 

"Oh, I... I... I must say... it was truly a great honor and, at first, I felt that I was not worthy to follow 
in the footsteps of those great men and women—" At that very moment his toe caught against a piece of 
rock, and he swore blindly as he stumbled for a few paces. Regaining his poise, he began to walk again, 
simultaneously continuing with his response. " — the footsteps of those great men and women, that exalted 
list of winners who preceded me." 

He swung the orb back to the other side of his face. "But, Professor, the contributions you have made 
to so many fields — medicine, physics, chemistry, biology, geology, and, above all, archaeology — are 
inestimable. You are considered to be one of the greatest living scholars on the planet. Did you ever think 
it would come to this, the day you began the tunnel in your cellar?" 

Dr. Burrows gave a melodramatic «ahem» as the orb changed sides again. "Well, I knew that there 
was more for me... much more than my career in the museum back in..." 

Dr. Burrows's voice trailed off as he ground to a halt. He pocketed the orb, plunging himself into the 
shadows cast by the stones as he thought of his family and wondered how they were getting along without 
him. Shaking his bedraggled head, he slowly shuffled back into the circle and slumped down by his 
journal, staring blankly into the flickering flames, which grew more blurred as he watched them. Finally 
he removed his spectacles and rubbed the moisture from his eyes with the heels of his hands. 

"I have to do this," he said to himself as he put his spectacles back on and once again took up his 
pencil. "I have to." 

The firelight radiated out from between the stones in the circle, projecting shifting spokes of gentle 
light onto the floor and walls of the passage. In the center of this wheel, totally absorbed, the cross-legged 
figure grumbled quietly as he rubbed out a mistake in his journal. 

He didn't have a thought for anyone in the world at that moment; he was a man so obsessed that 
nothing else mattered, nothing at all. 


As a fire sputtered in the hearth, Mr. Jerome reclined in one of the wingback armchairs, reading his 
newspaper. From time to time, the heavily waxed pages flopped waywardly, and he flicked his wrists 
reflexively to straighten them up again. Will couldn't make out a single headline from his vantage point at 
the table; the blocky newsprint bled into the paper to such an extent that it looked as though a swarm of 
ants had dipped their feet in black ink and then stampeded across the pages. 

Cal played another card and waited expectantly for his brother's response, but Will was finding it 
impossible to keep his concentration on the game. It was the first time he'd been in the same room with 
Mr. Jerome without being on the receiving end of hostile glances or a resentful silence. This is itself 
represented a landmark in their relationship. 

There was a sudden crash as the front door was flung open, and all three looked up. 

"Cal, Will!" Uncle Tam bellowed as he blundered in from the hallway, shattering the scene of 
apparent domestic bliss. He straightened himself up when he saw Mr. Jerome staring daggers at him from 
his chair. 

"Oh, sorry, I..." 

"I thought we had an understanding," Mr. Jerome growled as he rose and folded the paper under his 
arm. "You said you wouldn't come here... when I'm at home." He walked stiffly past Tam without so much 
as a glance. 

Uncle Tam made a face and sat down next to Will. With a conspiratorial wave of his hand, he 
indicated to the boys to come closer. He waited until Mr. Jerome's footsteps had receded into the distance 
before he spoke. 

"The time has arrived," Tam whispered, extracting a dented metal canister from inside his coat. He 
flipped off the cap from one end, and they watched as he slid out a tattered map and laid it over their 
cards on the tabletop, smoothing out the corners so that it lay flat. Then he turned to Will. 

" Chester is to be Banished tomorrow evening," he said. 

"Oh, God." Will sat up as if he'd been shocked with an electric current. "That's too sudden, isn't it?" 

"I only just found out — it's planned for six," Tam said. "There'll be quite a crowd. The Styx like to 
make a spectacle out of these things. They believe a sacrifice is good for the soul." 

He turned back to the map, humming softly as he searched the complex of grid lines, until finally his 
finger came to rest on a tiny dark square. Then he looked up at Will as if he'd just remembered something. 

"You know, it's not a difficult thing... to get you out, alone. But Chester, too, that's a very different 
kettle of fish. It's taken a lot more thought, but" — he paused, and Will and Cal stared into his eyes — "I 
think I might have cracked it. There's only one way you escape to the Topsoil now... and that's through the 
Eternal City." 

Will heard Cal gasp, but as much as he wanted to ask his uncle about this place, it didn't seem 
appropriate as Tam went on. He proceeded to talk Will through the escape plan, tracing the route on the 
map as the boys listened raptly, absorbing every detail. The tunnels had names like Watling Street, The 
Great North, and Bishopswood. Will interrupted his uncle only once, with a suggestion that, after some 
considerable thought, Tam incorporated into the plan. Although on the exterior he was composed and 
businesslike, Will felt excitement and fear building in the pit of his stomach. 

"The problem with this," Tam said with a sigh, "is the unknowns, the variables, that I can't help you 
with. If you hit any snags when you're out there, you'll just have to play it by ear... do the best you can." 
At this point, Will noticed that some of the sparkle had gone out of Tam's eyes — he didn't look his 
normal confident self. 

Tam ran through the whole plan from beginning to end once again and, when he'd finished, he fished 


something out of his pocket and passed it over to Will. "Here's a copy of the directions once you're 
outside the Colony. If they catch up with you, heaven forbid, eat the damn thing." 

Will unfolded it carefully. It was a piece of cloth the size of a handkerchief when completely opened. 
The surface was covered with a mass of infinitesimally small lines in brown ink, like an unruly maze, 
each representing a different tunnel. Although Will's route was clearly marked in a light red ink, Tam 
quickly took him through it. 

Tam watched as Will refolded the cloth map and then spoke in a low voice. "This has to go like 
clockwork. You'd put all your kin in the very worst danger if the Styx thought for one second I'd had a 
hand in this... and it wouldn't just end with me; Cal, your grandmother, and your father would all be in the 
firing line." He grasped Will's forearm tightly across the table and squeezed it to emphasize the gravity of 
his warning. "Another thing: When you're Topsoil, you and Chester are going to have to disappear. I 
haven't had time to arrange anything, so—" 

"What about Sarah?" Will blurted as the idea occurred to him, although her name still felt a little odd 
on his lips. "My real mother? Couldn't she help me?" 

A suggestion of a smile dropped into place on Tam’s face. "I wondered when you'd think of that," he 
said. The smile disappeared, and he spoke as if choosing his words carefully. "If my sister is still alive 
— and nobody knows that for sure — she'll be well and truly hidden." He glanced down at the palm of his 
hand as he rubbed it with the thumb from the other. "One plus one can sometimes add up to zero." 

"What do you mean?" 

"Well, if by some miracle you did happen to find her, you might lead the Styx her way. Then both of 
you would end up feeding the worms." He raised his head again and shook it just once as he fixed Will 
with a thoughtful stare. "No, I'm sorry, but you're on your own. You're going to have to run hard and long, 
for all our sakes, not just yours. Mark my words, if the Styx get you in their clutches, they will make you 
spill your guts, sooner or later, and that would endanger us all," he said ominously. 

"Then we'd have to get out, too, wouldn't we, Uncle Tam?" Cal volunteered, his voice full of 
bravado. 

"You've got to be kidding!" Tam turned sharply on him. "We wouldn't stand a chance. We wouldn't 
even see them coming." 

"But...," began Cal. 

"Look, this isn't some game, Caleb. If you cross them once too often, you won't be around long 
enough to regret it. Before you know it, you'll be dancing Old Nick's Jig." He paused. "You know what 
that is?" Tam didn't wait for an answer. "It's a lovely little number. Your arms are stitched behind your 
back" — he shifted uncomfortably in his seat — "with copper thread, your eyelids are stripped off, and 
you're dropped in the darkest chamber you can imagine, full of Red Hots." 

"Red whats? " Will asked. 

Tam shuddered and, ignoring Will's question, went on. "How long do you think you'd last? How 
many days of knocking into the wall in the pitch-black, dust burning into your ruined eyes, before you 
collapsed from exhaustion? Feeling the first bites on your skin as they start to feed? I wouldn't wish that 
on my worst..." He didn't finish the sentence. 

The two boys swallowed hard, but then Tam's expression brightened up again. "Enough of that," he 
said. "You've still got that light, haven't you?" 

Still stunned by what he'd just heard, Will looked at him blankly. He pulled himself together and 
nodded. 

"Good," Tam said as he took out a small cloth bundle from his coat pocket and put it on the table in 
front of Will. "And these might come in handy." 

Will touched the bundle tentatively. 

"Well, go on, have a look." 


Will untied the corners. Inside, there were four knobbly brown-black stones the size of marbles. 

"Node stones!" Cal said. 

"Yes. They're rarer than slug's boots." Tam smiled. "They're described in the old books, but nobody 
‘cept me and my boys has ever seen one before, Imago found this lot." 

"What do they do?" Will asked, looking at the strange stones. 

"Down here, it's not like you're going to beat a Colonist or, worse still, a Styx in a straight fight. The 
only weapons you have are light and flight," Tam said. "If you get in a tight corner, just crack one of these 
things open. Chuck it against something hard and keep your eyes shut — it'll give a burst of the brightest 
light you can imagine. I hope these are still good," he said, weighing one in his hand. He looked at Will. 
"So you think you're up to this?" 

Will nodded. 

"Right," the big man said. 

"Thanks, Uncle Tam. I can't tell you how...," Will said falteringly. 

"No need, my boy." Tam ruffled his hair. He looked down at the table and didn't speak for a few 
seconds. It was totally unexpected; silence and Uncle Tam didn't go together. Will had never before seen 
him like this, this gregarious and massive man. He could only think that he was upset and trying to hide it. 
But when Tam raised his head, the broad smile was there and his voice rumbled as it always did. 

"I saw all this coming... it was bound to happen sooner or later. The Macaulays are loyal, and we 
will fight for those we love and believe in, no matter what the price. You would've tried to do something 
to save Chester, and gone after your father, whether I'd helped you or not." 

Will nodded, feeling his eyes fill with tears. 

"Thought as much!" Tam boomed. Like your mother... like Sarah... a Macaulay through and 
through!" He grabbed Will firmly by his shoulders. "My head knows you have to go, but my heart says 
otherwise." He squeezed Will and sighed. "Pity is... we could have had some times down here, the three 
of us. Some high times indeed." 


Will, Cal, and Tam talked well into the early hours, and when he finally got to bed, Will hardly slept 
a wink. 

Early in the morning, before there was a stir in the house, Will packed his bag and tucked the cloth 
map Uncle Tam had given him into the top of his boot. He checked that the node stones and light orb were 
in his pockets, then went over to Cal and shook him awake. 

"T'm off," Will said in a low voice as his brother's eyes flickered open. Cal sat up, scratching his 
head. 

"Thanks for everything, Cal," Will whispered, "and say good-bye to Granny for me, won't you?" 

"Course I will," his brother replied, then frowned. "You know I'd give anything to come, too." 

"I know, I know... but you heard what Tam said: I have a better chance by myself. Anyway, your 
family is here," he said finally, and turned to the door. 

Will tiptoed down the stairs. He felt exhilarated to be on the move again, but this was tempered by 
an unexpected pang of sadness that he was leaving. Of course, he could stay here, somewhere where he 
actually belonged, if he chose, rather than venturing out into the unknown and risking it all. It would be so 
easy just to go back to bed. As he reached the hallway, he could hear Bartleby snoring somewhere in the 
shadows. It was a comforting sound, the sound of home. He would never hear that sound again if he went 
now. He stood by the front door and hesitated. No! How could he ever live with himself if he chose to 
leave Chester to the Styx? He would rather die trying to free him. He took a deep breath and, glancing 


behind him into the still house, slipped the heavy catch on the door. He opened it, stepped over the 
threshold, and then closed it gently behind him. He was out. 

He knew he had a considerable distance to cover, so he walked quickly, his bag thumping a rhythm 
on his back. It took him a little under forty minutes to reach the building at the edge of the cavern that Tam 
had described. There was no mistaking it as, unlike most structures in the Colony, it had a tiled rather than 
a stone roof. 

He was now on the road that led to the Skull Gate. Tam had said that he had to keep his wits about 
him because the Styx changed sentries at random intervals, and there was no way of knowing whether one 
was just about to appear around the corner. 

Leaving the road, Will climbed over a gate and sprinted through the yard that lay in front of the 
building, a ramshackle farm property. He heard a pig-like grunting coming from one of the outlying 
buildings and spotted some chickens penned up in another area. They were spindly and malnourished but 
had perfectly white feathers. 

He entered the building with the tiled roof and saw the old timber beams leaning against the wall just 
as Tam had described. As he crept in under them, something moved toward him. 

"What—" 

It was Tam. He immediately silenced Will by putting a finger to his lips. Will could hardly contain 
his surprise. He looked at Tam questioningly, but the man's face was grim and unsmiling. 

There was hardly enough room for both of them under the beams, and Tam squatted awkwardly as he 
slid a massive paving slab along the wall. Then he leaned in toward Will. 

"Good luck," he whispered in his ear, and literally pushed him into the jagged opening. Then the slab 
grated shut behind Will, and he was on his own. 

In the pitch-darkness he fumbled in his pocket for the light orb, to which he'd already attached a 
length of thick string. He knotted this around his neck, leaving his hands free. At first, he moved along the 
passage with ease, but then, after about thirty feet, it pinched down to a crawlway. The roof of the tunnel 
was so low that he ended up on his hands and knees. The passage angled upward, and as he heaved 
himself painfully over jagged plates of broken rock, his backpack kept snagging on the roof. 

He caught sight of a movement in front of him and froze on the spot. With some trepidation he lifted 
the light orb to see what it was. He held his breath as something white flashed across the passage and then 
landed with a soft thump no more than five feet ahead of him. It was an eyeless rat the size of a well-fed 
kitten, with snowy fur and whiskers that oscillated like butterfly wings. It stood up on its hind legs, its 
muzzle twitching and its large, glistening incisors in full view. It showed absolutely no sign that it was 
afraid of him. 

Will found a stone on the tunnel floor and threw it as hard as he could. It missed, glancing off the 
wall next to the animal, which didn't even flinch. Will's indignation that a mere rat was holding him up 
welled over, and he lunged toward the animal with a growl. Ina single effortless bound it leaped at him, 
landing smack on his shoulder, and for a split second neither boy nor rat moved. Will felt its whiskers, as 
delicate as eyelashes, brush his cheek. He shook his shoulders frantically and it launched itself off, 
springing once on the back of Will's leg as it sped away in the opposite direction. 

Will spat a few choice curses at the retreating rodent, then took a deep breath to steady his nerves 
before setting off again. 

He crawled for what seemed like hours, his hands becoming cut and tender from the razor-sharp 
shards strewn across the floor. Much to his relief, the passage increased in height, and he was almost able 
to stand up again. Now that he could move at full speed, he became almost euphoric, and felt an 
irrepressible urge to sing as he negotiated the bends in the tunnel. But he thought better of it when it 
occurred to him that the sentries at the Skull Gate probably weren't very far from his current position and 
might somehow be able to hear him. 


Eventually he reached the end of the passage, which was cloaked with several layers of stiff sacking, 
dirtied up to camouflage them against the stone. He brushed them aside and drew his breath as he saw that 
the tunnel had come out just under the roof of a cavern, and that there was nearly a one-hundred foot drop 
to the road below. He was proud that he'd gotten this far, past the Skull Gate, but he felt certain that this 
couldn't be right. He was at such a dizzying height that he immediately assumed he must be in the wrong 
place. Then Tam's words came back to him: "It'll look impossible, but take it slowly. Cal managed it 
with me when he was much younger, so you can do it." 

He leaned over to scan the array of ledges and nooks in the rock wall below him. Then he cautiously 
clambered out over the edge of the tunnel lip and began the descent, checking and rechecking each skaking 
hand— and foothold before he made the next move. 

He'd climbed no more than twenty feet when he heard a noise below. A desolate groan. He held still 
and listened, his heart thudding in his ears. It came again. He had one foot on a small ridge with the other 
dangling in midair, while his hands gripped an outcrop of rock at chest height. He slowly twisted his head 
and peered down over his shoulder. 

Swinging a lantern, a man was strolling in the direction of the Skull Gate with two emaciated cows a 
couple of paces in front of him. He shouted something at them as he drove them along, completely 
unaware of Will's presence above him. 

Will was totally exposed, by there was nothing he could do. He held absolutely still, praying that the 
man wouldn't stop and look up. Then just the thing Will was dreading happened: The man came to an 
abrupt halt. 

Oh, no, this is it! 

With his bird's eye view, Will could clearly make out the man's shiny white scalp as he took 
something out of a shoulder bagg. It was a clay pipe with a long stem, which he loaded with tobacco from 
a pouch and lit, puffing out little clouds of smoke. Will heard him say something to the cows, and then he 
started on his way again. 

Will breathed a silent sigh of relief and, checking that the coast was clear, quickly finished the 
descent, crisscrossing from ledge to ledge until he was safely back on the ground. Then he dashed as fast 
as he could along the road, on either side of which were fields of impossibly proportioned mushrooms, 
their bulbous, ovoid caps standing on thick stalks. He now recognized these as pennybuns and, as he went, 
the motion of his light bobbing around his neck threw a multitude of their shifting shadows over the cavern 
walls behind them. 

Will slowed his pace as he developed a painful stitch in his side. He took a series of deep breaths to 
try to ease it, then forced himself to speed up again, aware that every second counted if he was going to 
reach Chester in time. Cavern after cavern fell behind him, the fields of pennybuns eventually gave way to 
black carpets of lichen, and he was relieved when he spotted the first of the lampposts and the hazy 
outline of a building in the distance. He was getting closer. Suddenly, he found himself at a huge stone 
archway hewn into the rock. He went through it, into the main body of the Quarter. Soon the dwellings 
were crowding the sides of the road, and he was becoming more and more nervous. Although nobody 
seemed to be around, he kept the sound from his boots to a minimum by running on his toes. He was 
terrified that someone was going to appear from one of the houses and spot him. Then he saw what he'd 
been looking for. It was the first of the side tunnels that Tam had mentioned. 

"You're going to take the backstreets."" He remembered his uncle's words. "It's safer there." 

"Left, left, right." As he went, Will repeated the sequence Tam had drummed into him. 

The tunnels were just wide enough for a coach to pass through them. "Go quickly through these," 
Tam had said. "If you bump into anyone, just brass it out, like you're supposed to be there." 

But there was no sign of anyone as Will ran with all his might, his bag crashing on his back at every 
step. By the time he reemerged in the main cavern, he was sweating and out of breath. He recognized the 


squat outline of the police station between the two taller structures on either side, and slowed to a walk to 
give himself a chance to cool off. 

"Made it this far," he muttered to himself. The plan had seemed feasible when Tam had described it, 
but now he was wondering if he'd made a dreadful mistake. "You haven't got time to think," Tam had 
said, pointing a finger at him to emphasize his words. "If you hesitate, the momentum will be lost — the 
whole thing will go cockeyed." 

Will wiped the sweat from his forehead and steeled himself for the next stage. 

As he drew nearer, the sight of the police station's entrance brought back memories of the first time 
he and Chester had been dragged up its steps and the grueling interrogations that had followed. It all came 
flooding back, and he tried to put the thoughts out of his mind as he slipped into the shadows by the side of 
the building and heaved off his backpack. He dug out his camera, checking it quickly before he put it into 
his pocket. Then he hid his backpack and headed for the steps. As he climbed them, he took a deep breath, 
then pushed through the doors. 

The Second Officer was reclining in a chair with his feet on the counter. His eyes swiveled to regard 
the newcomer, his movements dull, as if he'd been dozing. It took him almost a second to recognize who 
was Standing before him, and then a confounded expression crept over his face. 

"Well, well, well, Jerome. What in the world are you doing back here?" 

"T've come to see my friend," Will replied, praying that his voice didn't crack. He felt as if he were 
edging out on the branch of a tree, and the farther he went, the thinner and more precarious the branch 
became. If he lost his balance now, the fall could be fatal. 

"So who let you come back here?" the Second Officer said suspiciously. 

"Who d'you think?" Will tried to smile calmly. 

The Second Officer pondered for a moment, looking him up and down. "Well, I suppose... if they let 
you through the Skull Gate, it must be all right," he reasoned aloud as he lumbered slowly to his feet. 

"They told me I could see him," Will said, "one last time." 

"So you know it is to be tonight?" the Second Officer said with the suggestion of a smile. Will 
nodded and saw that this had dispelled any doubts in the man's mind. At once the officer's manner was 
transformed. 

"Didn't walk the whole way, did you?" he asked. A friendly, generous smile creased his face like a 
gash in a pig's belly. Will hadn't seen this side of him before, and it made it all the more difficult for him 
to do what he had to. 

"Yes, I had an early start." 

"No wonder you look hot. Better come with me, then," the Second Officer said as he lifted up the 
flap at the end of the counter and came through, rattling his keys. "I hear you're fitting in well," he added. 
"Knew you would... the moment I first laid eyes on you. 'Deep down he's one of us, I told the First 
Officer. 'Looks the part, I said to him." 

They went through the old oak door into the gloom of the Hold. The familiar smell gave Will the 
creeps as the Second Officer swung back the cell door and ushered him in. It took a moment for his eyes 
to adjust, then he saw him: Chester was sitting in the corner on the ledge, his legs drawn up under his 
chin. His friend didn't react immediately but stared emptily at Will. Then, with a flash of recognition and 
sheer disbelief, he was on his feet. 

"Will?" he said, his jaw dropping. "Will! I can't believe it?" 

"Hi, Chester," Will said, trying to keep the excitement from his voice. He was elated to see him 
again, but at the same time his whole body was shaking with adrenaline. 

"Have you come to get me out, Will? Can I leave now?" 

"Uh... not quite.” Will half turned, aware that the Second Officer was just behind him and could hear 
every word. 


The Second Officer coughed self-consciously. "I have to lock you in, Jerome. Hope you understand 
— it's the regulations," he said as he shut the door and turned the key. 

"What is it, Will?" Chester asked, sensing that something was wrong. "Is it bad news?" He took a 
step away from Will. 

"You all right?" Will replied, too preoccupied to answer his friend as he listened to the Second 
Officer leave the Hold through the oak door and close it firmly. Then he took Chester into the corner of the 
cell and they huddled together while Will explained what they had to do. 

Minutes later came the sound that Will was dreading: The Second Officer was walking back into the 
Hold toward them. "Time, gentlemen," he said. He turned the key and opened the door, and Will made his 
way out slowly. 

"Bye, Chester,” he said. 

As the Second Officer began to close the door, Will put his hand on the man's arm. 

"Just a second, I think I left something in there," he said. 

"What's that?" the man asked. 

The Second Officer was looking directly at him as Wil brought his hand out of his pocket. He saw 
that the little red light was on: The camera was ready. Thrusting it at the man, Will clicked the shutter. 

The flash caught the policeman full in the face. He howled and dropped his keys, clapping his hands 
over his eyes as he sank to the floor. The flash had been so bright compared with the sublime glow of the 
light orbs that even Will and Chester, who had both shielded themselves from it, felt the aftershock of its 
brilliance. 

"Sorry," Will said to the groaning man. 

Chester was standing motionless in the cell, a stupefied look on his face. 

"Get a move on, Chester!" Will shouted as he leaned in and yanked him past the Second Officer, who 
was Starting to fumble his way to the wall, still moaning horribly. 

As they entered the reception area, Will happened to glance over the counter. 

"My shovel!" he exclaimed as he ducked underneath and grabbed it from against the wall. Will was 
on his way back when he saw the Second Officer stagger out from the Hold. The man snatched blindly at 
Chester, and before Will knew what was happening he had gotten hold of him around the neck. 

Chester let out a strangled yelp and tried to wrestle free. 

Will didn't stop to think. He swung the shovel. With a bone-crunching clang, it connected with the 
Second Officer's forehead, and he crumpled to the floor with a whimper. 

Chester wasn't so slow off the mark this time. He was right behind Will as they bolted out of the 
station, pausing just long enough for Will to retrieve his backpack before they both turned down the stretch 
of road that Chester had spent so many hours watching from his cell. Then they veered off down a side 
tunnel. 

"Is this the right way?" Chester said, breathing heavily and coughing. 

Will didn't answer but kept on running until they reached the end of the tunnel. 

There they were, just as Tam had described them, three partially demolished houses on the perimeter 
of a circular cavern as large as an amphitheater. The rich, loamy surface was springy underfoot as they 
tramped over it, and the air reeked of old manure. The walls of the cavern caught Will's attention. What at 
first he'd taken to be clusters of stalagmites were, in fact, petrified tree trunks, some broken halfway down 
and others twisted around each other. These fossilized remains stood like a carved stone forest in the 
shadows. 

Will felt increasingly uneasy, as if something unwholesome and threatening was radiating from 
between the ancient trees. He was relieved when they reached the middle house and pushed through the 
front door, which opened crookedly on a single hinge. 

"Through the hall, straight ahead..." 


Chester shouldered the door shut behind them as Will entered the kitchen. It was roomier than the one 
in the Jerome house. As they crossed the tiled floor, a thick carpet of dust was stirred into life. It whipped 
up into a miniature storm, and in the glow of the light orb every movement they made left a trace in the 
airborne motes. 

"Locate the wall tile with the painted cross." 

Will found it and pushed. A small hatch clicked open under his hand. Inside was a handle. He 
twisted it to the right, and a whole section of the tiled wall opened outward — it was a cleverly disguised 
door. Behind was an antechamber with boxes stacked on either side and a further door set into its far 
wall. But this was no ordinary door — it was made of heavy iron studded with rivets, and there was a 
handle by its side to crank it open. 

"It's airtight — keps the germules out." 

There was an inspection porthole at head height, but no light was visible through the clouded glass. 

"Get going on that while I find the breathing apparatus," Will ordered Chester, pointing at the crank. 
His friend leaned on the handle, and there was a loud hiss as the thick rubber seal at the base of the door 
lifted from the ground. Will found the masks Tam had said would be left there, old canvas hoods with 
black rubber pipes attached to cylinders. They resembled some sort of ancient diving equipment. 

Then, from the dark outside, Will heard a plaintive mew. He knew what it was even before he'd 
turned around. 

"Bartleby!" The cat scampered in through the hallway. His paws scratched scrabbling excitedly in 
the dust, he went straight to the secret door, shoving his muzzle into the gap and sniffing inquisitively. 

"What is that? " Chester was so flabbergasted by the vision of the oversized cat that he let go of the 
crank handle. It spun freely as the door trundled down on its runners and slammed shut. Bartleby leaped 
back. 

"For heavens sake, Chester, just get that door open!" Will shouted. 

Chester nodded and began again. 

"Need a hand?" Cal asked, moving into view. 

"No! Not you, too! What the heck are you doing here?" Will gasped. 

"Coming with you," Cal replied, taken aback by his brother's reaction. 

Chester stopped turning the crank and glanced rapidly from one brother to the other and back again. 
"He looks just like you!" 

Will had reached a point at which the whole situation had taken on an insanity all its own, a random 
and hopeless insanity. Tam's plan was falling apart before his very eyes, and he had the most awful 
feeling that they were all going to be caught. He had to get things back on track... somehow... and 
quickly. 

"FOR GOODNESS' SAKE, GET THAT DOOR OPEN, WILL YOU!" he bawled at the top of his 
voice, and Chester meekly resumed the cranking. The door was now a foot and a half off the ground, and 
Bartleby stuck his head under for an exploratory look, dropped low, and then slid through the opening, 
disappearing from sight altogether. 

"Tam doesn't know you're here, does he?" Will grabbed his brother by his coat collar. 

"Of course not. I decided it was time to go Topsoil, like you and Mother." 

"You're not coming," Will snarled through gritted teeth. Then, as he saw the hurt in his brother's face, 
he let go of his coat and softened his voice. "Really, you can't... Uncle Tam would kill you for being here. 
Go home right—" Will never finished the sentence. Both he and Cal had smelled the strong pulses of 
ammonia rippling through the air. 

"The alarm!" Cal said, with panic-stricken eyes. 

They heard a commotion outside, some shouting, and then the crash of breaking glass. They ran to the 
kitchen window and peered through the cracked panes. 


" Styx!" Cal gasped. 

Will estimated there were at least thirty of them drawn up in a semicircle in front of the house, and 
those were just the ones he could see from his limited vantage point. How many there were in total, he 
shuddered to think. He ducked down and shot a glance at Chester, who was frenziedly cranking the door, 
the opening now high enough for them to get through. 

Will looked at his brother and knew there was only one thing to do. He couldn't leave him at the 
mercy of the Styx. 

"Go on! Get under the door," he whispered urgently. 

Cal 's face lit up and he started to thank Will, who shoved the breathing apparatus into his hands and 
propelled him toward the door. 

As Cal slithered through the gap, Will turned back to the window to see the Styx advancing on the 
house. That was enough — he launched himself at the door, frantically shouting at Chester to grab a mask 
and follow him. As he heard the front door to the house smash open, he knew there was just enough time 
for them both to get away. 

Then one of those terrible things happened. 

One of those events that, afterward, you replay in your mind over and over again... but you know, 
deep down, there was nothing you could have done. 

That was when they heard it. 

A voice they both knew. 


"Same old Will," she said, rooting them to the spot. 

Will was halfway under the door, his hand gripping Chester 's forearm, ready to pull him in, when he 
glanced at the kitchen entrance and froze. 

A young girl walked into the room, two Styx flanking her. 

"Rebecca?" Will gasped, and shook his head as if his eyes were deceiving him. 

"Rebecca!" he said again, incredulously. 

"Where are we going, then?" she said coolly. The two Styx edged forward a fraction, but she held up 
her hand and they halted. 

Was this some trick? She was wearing their clothes, their uniform — the black coat with the stark 
white shirt. And her jet-black hair was different — it was raked back tightly over her head. 

"What are you..." was all Will managed to say before words failed him. 

She'd been captured. That must be it. Brainwashed, or held hostage. 

"Why do we keep doing these things?" She sighed theatrically, raising one eyebrow. She looked 
relaxed and in control. Something wasn't right here: something jarred. 

No 

She was one of them. 

"You're..." he gasped. 

Rebecca laughed. "Quick, isn't he?" 

Behind her, more Styx were entering the kitchen. Will's mind reeled, his memories playing back at 
breakneck speed as he tried to reconcile Rebecca, his sister, with this Styx girl before him. Were there 
signs, any clues he'd missed? 

"How?" he cried. 

Reveling in his confusion, Rebecca spoke. "It's really very simple. I was placed in your family when 
I was two. It's the way with us... to rub shoulders with the Heathen... It's the training for the elite." 

She took a step forward. 

"Don't!" Will said, his mind starting to work again, and his hand surreptitiously reaching inside his 
coat pocket. "I can't believe it!" 

"Hard to accept, isn't it? I was put there to keep an eye on you — and, if we were lucky, flush your 
mother into the open... your real mother." 

"It's not true." 

"It doesn't matter what you believe," she replied curtly. "My job had run its course, so here I am, 
back home again. No more role-playing." 

"No!" Will stuttered as he closed his hand around the little cloth package that Tam had given him. 

"Come on, it's over," Rebecca said impatiently. With a barely perceptible nod of her head, the Styx 
on either side of her lurched forward, but Will was ready. He slung the node stone across the kitchen with 
all his might. It soared between the two advancing Styx and struck the dirty white tiles, breaking into a 
tiny snowstorm of fragments. 

Everything stopped. 

For a split second, Will thought nothing was going to happen, that it wasn't going to work. He heard 
Rebecca laugh, a dry, mocking laugh. 

Then there was a whooshing sound, as if air was being sucked from the room. Each tiny splinter, as it 
sprinkled to the ground, flared with a dazzling incandescence, loosing beams that blasted the room like a 
million searchlights. These were so intense that everything was shot through with an unbearable, searing 
whiteness. 


It didn't seem to bother Rebecca in the slightest. With the light ablaze around her, she stood out like 
some dark angel, her arms folded in her characteristic pose as she clucked with disapproval. 

But the two advancing Styx stopped in their tracks and let out screams like fingernails being dragged 
down a blackboard. They staggered back blindly, trying to cover their eyes. 

This gave Will the opportunity he was looking for. He yanked Chester over, pulling him from the 
crank handle. 

But already the light was dwindling, and another two Styx were pushing aside their blinded 
comrades. They lunged at Will, their clawlike fingers raking out toward him. As he continued to pull on 
one of Chester 's arms both Styx had latched on to the other. It turned into a tug-of-war between Will and 
the Styx, with the terrified whimpering Chester caught in the middle. Worse still, now that nobody was 
bracing the crank handle, it was whirring wildly around as the massive door sank slowly down on its 
runners. And Chester was right in its path. 

"Push them off!" Will cried. 

Chester tried to kick out, but it was no use; they had too strong a hold on him. Will wedged himself 
against the door in a vain attempt to slow its progress, but it was just too heavy and nearly unbalanced 
him. There was no way he could do anything about it and save Chester at the same time. 

As the Styx grunted and strained, and Chester tried with all his might to resist, Will knew the Styx 
couldn't be beaten. Chester was slipping out of his hands and screaming in pain as the Styx 's fingernails 
bit deep into the flesh of his arm. 

Then, as the door continued its relentless descent, the realization hit Will — Chester was going to be 
crushed unless he let go. 

Unless he released Chester to the Styx. The crank handle was spinning madly. The door was little 
more than three feet from the ground, and Chester was doubled over — its entire weight pressing down on 
his back. Will had to do something and quick. 

" Chester, I'm sorry!" Will screamed. 

For an instant, Chester stared with horror-stricken eyes into those of his friend, and then Will let go 
of his arm and he flew straight back into the Styx, the momentum bowling them over in a tumbling 
confusion of arms and legs. Chester shouted Will's name once as the door clanged down with a terrible 
finality. Will could only watch numbly through the milky glass of the porthole as Chester and the Styx 
came to rest in a heap against the wall. One of the Styx immediately picked himself up and raced back 
toward the door. 

"JAM THE HANDLE!" Cal 's shout galvanized Will. As Cal held a light orb, Will set to work on the 
mechanism by the side of the door. He whipped out his penknife and, using the largest blade, attempted to 
wedge the gear wheels with it. 

"Please, please work!" Will begged. He tried several places before the blade slipped in between 
two of the largest gear wheels and stayed in place. Will took his hands away, praying it would do the 
trick. And it did, the little red penknife quivering as the Styx applied pressure to the handle on the other 
side. 

Will glanced through the porthole again. Like some macabre silent film, he couldn't help but watch 
the desperation on Chester 's face as he valiantly battled with the Styx. He'd somehow managed to get 
hold of Will's shovel and was trying to beat them off with it. But he was overpowered by their sheer 
numbers as they swarmed over him with the intent of devouring locusts. 

But then one face blocked out everything else as it loomed in the porthole. 

Rebecca's face. She pursed her lips sternly and shook her head at Will, as if she was telling him off. 
Just like she'd done for all those years in Highfield. She was saying something, but it was inaudible 
through the door. 

"We have to go, Will. They'll get it open," Cal said urgently. Will tore his eyes away with difficulty. 


She was still mouthing something at him. And with a sudden, chilling realization, he knew just what it 
was. Exactly what it was. She was singing to him. 

"Sunshine'...!" he said bitterly. "'You are my sunshine! " 

They fled down the rock passage with Bartleby bringing up the rear, and eventually came to a dome- 
shaped atrium with numerous passages leading off it. Everything was rounded and smoothed, as if eons of 
flowing water had rubbed away any sharp edges. It was dry now, every surface coated in an abrasive silt, 
like powdered glass. 

"We've only got one mask," Will said suddenly to Cal, as the realization hit him. He took the canvas 
and rubber contraption from his brother and examined it. 

"Oh, no!" Cal 's face dropped. "What do we do now? We can't go back." 

"The air in the Eternal City," Will said, "what's wrong with it?" 

"Uncle Tam says there was some sort of plague. It killed off all the people..." 

"But it's not still there, is it?" Will asked quickly, dreading the answer. 

Cal nodded slowly. "Tam says it is." 

"Then you're using the mask." 

"No way!" 

In a flash, Will whipped the mask over Cal 's head, muffling his protests. Cal struggled, trying to take 
it off, but Will wouldn't let him. 

"I mean it! You're going to wear it," Will insisted. "I'm the oldest, so I get to choose." 

At this Cal stopped resisting, his eyes peeking anxiously through the glass strip as Will made sure the 
hood was seated correctly on his shoulders. Then he buckled up the leather strap to secure the pipes and 
stubby filter around his brother's chest. He tried not to think what the implications of letting Cal have the 
mask might be for himself, and could only hope that the plague was yet another of the Colonist's 
superstitions, of which there seemed to be so many. 

Then Will slipped out the map Tam had given him from inside his boot, counted the tunnels in front 
of them, and pointed to the one they were to take. 

"How did the Styx girl know you?" Cal 's voice was indistinct through the hood. 

"My sister," Will lowered the map and looked at him. "That was my sister" — he spat 
contemptuously — "or so I used to think." 

Cal didn't show any sign of surprise, but Will could see just how frightened he was by the way he 
kept glancing at the stretch of tunnel behind them. "The door won't hold them for long," his brother added, 
looking nervously at Will. 

" Chester...," Will began hopelessly, then fell silent. 

"There was nothing we could've done to help him. We were lucky to get out of there alive." 

"Maybe," Will said as he rechecked the map. He knew he didn't have time to think about Chester, not 
right now, but after all the risks he'd taken to save his friend the whole exercise had failed horribly, and he 
was finding it hard to focus on what to do next. He took a deep breath. "I guess we should go, then." 

And so the two boys, with the cat trailing behind, broke into a steady trot, penetrating deeper into the 
complex of underground tunnels that would eventually lead them to the Eternal City — and then, Will 
hoped, out into the sunlight again. 


Part Three 
The Eternal City 


One two, one two, one, one, one two. 

As they jogged along, Will had settled into the easy rhythm he frequently used for the more strenuous 
bouts of digging back in Highfield. The tunnels were dry and silent; there wasn't the slightest sign that 
anything lived down here. And as their feet tramped over the sandy floors, not once did Will catch sight of 
any airborne dust or motes behind them in the beam of his light orb. It was as if their passage had gone 
completely unnoticed. 

But it wasn't long before he began to spot the faintest scintillations before his eyes, smears of light 
that materialized and then, just as abruptly, vanished from his field of vision. He watched, fascinated, until 
it dawned on him that something was not quite right. At the same time a dull ache gripped his chest, and a 
clammy sweat broke out on his temples. 

One two, one two, one... one... one two... 

He slowed his pace, feeling the resistance as he drew breath. It was peculiar; he couldn't quite put 
his finger on what was wrong. At first he thought it was simply exhaustion, but no, it was more than that. It 
was as if the air, having lain undisturbed in these deep tunnels, maybe ever since prehistoric times, was 
behaving like a sluggish fluid. 

One two, one... 

Will came to an abrupt halt, loosening his collar and massaging his shoulders under the straps of his 
backpack. He had an almost irresistible urge to throw the weight off his back — it made him feel 
constricted and uneasy. And the walls of the passage bothered him — they were too close, they were 
smothering him. He backed away into the middle of the tunnel, where he leaned on his knees and took in 
several gulps of air. After a while, he felt a little better and forced himself to straighten up. 

"What's wrong?" Cal asked, eyeing him worriedly through the glass slit of his mask. 

"Nothing," Will replied as he fumbled in his pocket for the map. He didn't want to admit to any 
weakness, certainly not to his brother. "I... I just need to check our position." 

He'd taken it upon himself to navigate their route through the many twists and turns, aware that a 
single mistake would lose them in this subterranean maze of such extraordinary complexity. He 
remembered how Tam had referred to it as the «Labyrinth» and likened it to pumice stone with 
innumerable interlocking pores worming randomly through it. At the time, Will hadn't thought much about 
his uncle's words, but he now knew precisely what he'd meant. The sheer scale of the area was daunting, 
and although they had been making good time as they were moving rapidly through the passages, Will 
figured they had a long way yet to go. They were helped considerably by a gentle downward gradient, but 
this in itself caused him some consternation; he was only too aware that every foot they descended now 
would have to be climbed again before they reached the surface. 

He glanced from the map to the walls. They had a pinkish hue to them, probably due to the presence 
of iron deposits, which could explain why his compass was worse than useless down here. The needle 
dithered lazily around the dial, never settling in the same position long enough to give any sort of reading. 

As Will looked around him, he reflected that the passages could have been formed by gas trapped 
under a solidified plug of some kind, as it tried to escape through the still-molten volcanic rock. Yes, that 
could be the reason there weren't any vertical tunnels. Or possibly they'd been formed by water exploiting 
lines of weakness in the millennia after the rock cooled. I wonder what Dad would make of this, he 
thought before he could stop himself, his face falling as he realized that he'd probably never see his father 
again. Not now. 

And try as he might, he couldn't stop remembering that last glimpse of Chester as he'd rolled 
helplessly across the floor, straight back into the clutches of the Styx. Will had let him down yet again... 


And Rebecca! There it was, incontrovertible, he'd seen it with his own eyes. She was a Styx. 
Despite the fact that he felt so weak, Will's blood boiled. He wanted to laugh out loud as he thought back 
to how worried he'd been about her. 

But there was no time to reflect now — if he and Cal were going to get through this alive, he had to 
make sure they didn't stray off course. He took one last glance at the map and refolded it before they 
resumed their journey. 

One two, one two, one, one, one two. 

As their feet cruched in the fine red sand, Will longed for a change, a landmark, anything to break 
the monotony, to confirm that they were still on the right track. He began to despair that they were ever 
going to reach the end. For all he knew, they could be going around in circles. 

He was thrilled when they eventually came across what looked like a small headstone, with a flat 
face and a rounded top, set against the passage wall. With Cal looking on, he crouched down to brush the 
sand from its surface. 

A sweep of his hand revealed a symbol carved into the pink rock about halfway down the face. It 
was comprised of three diverging lines, which fanned out like rising rays or the prongs of a trident. 
Below were two rows of angular lettering. The symbols were unfamiliar and made no sense to himat all. 

"What's this? Some kind of marker or milestone?" Will looked up at his brother, who shrugged his 
shoulders unhelpfully. 


Several hours later, the going had become slow and laborious. They came to fork after fork in the 
tunnel, and Will had to consult the map even more frequently. They'd already taken one wrong turn; luckily 
they hadn't gone too far before Will realized his mistake and they had painstakingly retraced their steps 
and found their way back to the correct path again. Once there, they had flopped onto the sandy floor, 
stopping just long enough to catch their breath. Although he was trying to fight it, Will felt unusually tired, 
as if he were running on empty. And when they resumed their journey, he felt weaker than ever. 

Whatever state he was in, though, Will didn't want Cal to suspect anything was wrong. He knew they 
must keep going; they must keep ahead of the Styx; they had to get out. He turned to his brother beside him. 

"So what does Tam do in this Eternal City?" he said, breathing heavily. "He was very cagey when I 
asked him about it." 

"He searches for coins and stuff like that, gold and silver," Cal said, then added, "most of it from 
graves." 

" Graves?" 

Cal nodded. "In the burial grounds." 

"So people really lived there?" 

"A long time ago. He thinks that several races occupied it, one after the other, each building on top of 
the last. He says there are fortunes just waiting to be found." 

"But who were these people?" 

"Tam told me the Bruteans were the first, centuries ago. I think he said they were Trojans. They 
constructed it as a stronghold or something, while the Topsoil London was built above.: 

"So the two cities were connected?" 

Cal 's mask nodded ponderously. "In the beginning. Later the entrances were blocked up, and the 
stones marking them were lost... The Eternal City was just forgotten," he said, puffing noisily through the 
air filter. He looked nervously back up the tunnel, as if he'd heard something. 

Will immediately followed his glance, but all he could see was the shadowy form of Bartleby as he 


loped impatiently from one side of the tunnel to the other. It was clear that he wanted to go faster than the 
two boys, and from time to time he would speed past them but then stop to sniff at a crevice or the ground 
up ahead, often becoming visibly agitated and letting out a low whine. 

"At least the Styx will never find us in this place," Will said confidently. 

"Don't count on it. They'll be following us, all right," Cal said. "And then there's still the Division in 
front of us." 

"The what?» 

"The Styx Division. They're sort of a... well... border guard," Cal said, searching for the right 
words. "They patrol the old city." 

"What for? I thought it was empty." 

"There's talk that they're rebuilding whole areas and patching up the cavern walls. It's said that the 
whole Colony might be moved there, and there's rumors of work parties of condemned prisoners, toiling 
like slaves. It's only rumors, though — no one knows for sure." 

"Tam never mentioned anything about more Styx," Will didn't attempt to hide the alarm in his voice. 
"Bloody brilliant," he said angrily, kicking a rock in his path. 

"Well, maybe he didn't think it would be a problem. We didn't exactly leave the Colony quietly, did 
we? Don't get too worried, though; it's a huge area to cover and there'll only be a handful of patrols." 

"Oh, great! That's a real comfort!" Will replied as he imagined what might be in store for them 
ahead. 

They wandered on for several hours, eventually scrabbling down a steep incline, their feet slipping 
and sliding in the red sand until they finally reached a level area. Will knew that if he'd been reading the 
map correctly they should be approaching the end of the Labyrinth. But the tunnel narrowed before them 
and appeared to end in a blind alley. 

Fearing the worst, Will raced ahead, stooping as the roof lowered. To his relief, he found that there 
was a small passage to one side. He waited until Cal caught up, and they looked apprehensively at each 
other as Bartleby sniffed the air. Will hesitated, looking repeatedly from Tam's map to the opening and 
back again. Then he met Cal 's eyes and smiled broadly as he edged into the narrow passageway. It was 
bathed in a subdued green light. 

"Careful," Cal warned. 

But Will was already at the corner. He became aware of a familiar sound: the patter of falling water. 
He moved his head until just one eye was peering around the edge. He was struck dumb by what he 
glimpsed, and inched slowly into the open, into the bottle-green glow, to get a better view. From Tam's 
description, and the pictures his imagination had conjured up, he was expecting something out of the 
ordinary. But nothing could have prepared him for the sight that met his eyes. 

"The Eternal City," he whispered to himself as he began to move down a huge escarpment. As he 
looked up, his wide eyes scrutinizing the roof of the immense domed space, water splashed onto his 
upturned face and made him flinch. 

"Underground rain?" he muttered, immediately realizing how ridiculous that sounded. He blinked as 
it dripped into his eyes, stinging them. 

"It's seepage from above," Cal said, coming to a halt behind him. 

But Will wasn't listening. He was finding it hard to come to terms with the titanic volume of the 
cavern, so massive that its farthest reaches were hidden by fog and the mists of distance. The drizzle 
continued to fall in slow, languorous swathes as they set off again down the escarpment. 

It was almost too much to take in. Basaltic columns, like windowless skyscrapers, arced down from 
the mammoth span of the roof into the center of the city. Others speared upward from the outlying ground 
in mind-bending curves, encasing the city with gigantic undulating buttresses. It dwarfed any of the 
Colony's caverns with its scale, and brought to Will's mind the image of a gargantuan heart, its chambers 


crisscrossed by huge heartstringlike columns. 

He pocketed the light orb and instinctively sought the source of the emerald green glow that gave the 
scene a dreamlike quality. It was as though he were looking at a lost city in the depths of an ocean. He 
couldn't be sure, but the light seemed to be coming from the very walls themselves — so subtly that at first 
he thought they were simply reflecting it. 

He crossed over to the side of the escarpment and examined the cavern wall more closely. It was 
covered in a wild growth of tendrils, dark and glistening with moisture. It was algae of some kind, made 
up of many trailing shoots and thickly layered, like ivy on an old wall. As he held up the palm of his hand, 
he could feel the warmth radiating from it and, yes, he could see that there was indeed a dim glow coming 
from the edges of the curled leaves. 

"Bioluminescence," he said aloud. 

"Mmmmmph?" came the vague response from under Cal's canvas hood, which was twitching 
absurdly from side to side as he kept watch for the Styx Division. 

As he continued down the incline, Will switched his attention back to the cavern, focusing on the 
most wondrous sight of all, the city itself. Even from this distance his eyes hungrily took in the archways, 
impossible terraces, and curving stone stairways sweeping up into stone balconies. Columns, Doric and 
Corinthian, sprang up to support dizzying galleries and walkways. His intense excitement was tinged with 
a sadness that Chester wasn't seeing all this with him as he should rightly have been. And as for Will's 
father, it would have blown his mind! It was just too much for him to absorb all at once. In every direction 
Will looked there were the most fantastic structures: collosseums and ancient domed cathedrals in 
beautifully crafted stone. 

Then, as he came to the bottom of the escarpment, the smell hit him. It had been deceptively gentle at 
first, like old pond water, but with each step they'd descended, the more pungent it had become. It was 
rancid, catching in Will's throat like a mouthful of bile. He cupped a hand over his nose and mouth and 
looked at Cal in desperation. 

"This is just gross!" he said, gagging on the stench. "No wonder you need to wear one of those 
things!" 

"I know," Cal said flatly, his expression hidden by the breathing mask as he pointed to the gully by 
the foot of the escarpment. "Come over here." 

"What for?" Will asked as he joined his brother. He was astonished to see him thrust his hands into 
the molasses-like slurry that lay stagnating there. Cal lifted out two handfuls of the black algae and rubbed 
it over his mask and his clothes. Then he grabbed Bartleby by the scruff of the neck. The cat let out a low 
howl and tried to get away, but Cal streaked him from head to tail. As the filth dripped over his naked 
skin, Bartleby arched his back and trembled, looking at his master balefully. 

"But the stink is worse that ever now! What the heck are you doing?" Will demanded, thinking his 
brother had taken leave of his senses. 

"The Division uses stalker dogs — bloodhounds — around here. Any whiff of Colony on us and 
we're as good as dead. This slime will help cover our scent," he said, scooping up fresh handfuls of the 
brackish vegetation. "Your turn." Will braced himself as Cal doused the fetid weed over his hair, chest, 
and shoulders and then down each of his legs. 

"How can you smell anything over this?" Will asked irately, looking at the oily patches on his 
clothes. The reek was overpowering. "Those dogs must have some sense of smell!" It was all he could do 
to stop himself from being sick. 

"Oh, they do," Cal said as he shook his hands to rid them of the tendrils, then wiped them on his 
jacket. "We need to get out of sight." 

Crossing one by one, they passed swiftly over a stretch of boggy ground and into the city. They went 
under a tall stone arch with two malevolent gargoyle faces glaring down contemptuously at them, and then 


into an alley with high walls on either side. The dimensions of the buildings, the gaping windows, arches, 
and doorways, were huge, as if they'd been built for incredibly tall beings. At Cal 's suggestion, they 
slipped through one of these openings, at the base of a square tower. 

Now out of the green light, Will needed his orb to study the map. As he pulled it out from under his 
coat, it illuminated the room, a stone chamber with a high ceiling and several inches of water on the floor. 
Bartleby scampered into one corner and, finding a heap of something rotten, he investigated it briefly 
before lifting a leg over it. 

"Hey," Cal said abruptly. "Just look at the walls." 

They saw skulls — row upon row of carved death's heads covered the walls, all with toothy grins 
and hollow, shadowy eyes. As Will moved the orb, the shadows shifted and the skulls appeared to be 
turning to face them. 

"My dad would've loved this. I bet this was a—" 

"It's grisly," Cal interrupted, shivering. 

"These people were pretty spooky, weren't they?" Will said, unable to suppress a wide grin. 

"The ancestors of the Styx." 

"What?" Will looked at him questioningly. 

"Their forebears. People believe a group escaped from this city at the time of the Plague." 

"Where to?” 

"Topsoil," Cal replied. "They formed some sort of secret society there. It's said that the Styx gave Sir 
Gabriel the idea for the Colony." 

Will didn't have the chance to question Cal any further because suddenly Bartleby's ears pricked up 
and his unblinking eyes fixed on the doorway. Although neither of the boys had heard anything, Cal 
became agitated. 

"Come on, quick, check the map, Will." 

They left the chamber, cautiously picking their way through the ancient streets. It gave Will an 
opportunity to inspect the buildings at close range. Everywhere around them the stone was decorated with 
carvings and inscriptions. And he saw the decay; the masonry was crumbling and fractured. It cried out 
with abandonment and neglect. Yet the buildings still sat proudly in all their magnificence — they had an 
aura of immense power to them. Power, and something else — an ancient and decadent menace. Will was 
relieved that the city's inhabitants weren't still in residence. 

As they jogged down lanes of ancient stone, their boots scattered the murky water on the ground and 
churned up the algae, leaving faintly glowing blotches in their wake like luminous stepping stones. 
Bartleby was agitated by the water and pranced through it with the precision of a performing pony, trying 
not to splash himself. 

Crossing a narrow stone bridge, Will stopped briefly and looked over the eroded marble balustrade 
at the slow-moving river below. Slick and greasy, it snaked lazily through the city, crossed here and there 
with other small bridges, its waters lapping turgidly against the massive sections of masonry that formed 
its banks. On these, classical statues stood watch like water sentinels; old men with wavy hair and 
impossibly long beards, and women in flowing gowns, held out shells and orbs — or just the broken 
stumps of their arms — toward the water, as if offering up sacrifices to gods that no longer existed. 

They came to a large square surrounded by towering buildings but held back from entering it, taking 
refuge behind a low parapet. 

"What is that?" Will whispered. In the middle of the square was a raised platform supported by an 
array of thick columns. On top of the platform were human forms: chalky statues in twisted postures of 
frozen agony, some with their features obliterated and others with limbs missing. Rusting chains wound 
around the contorted figures and the posts next to them. It looked like a sculpture of some long-forgotten 
atrocity. 


"The Prisoners’ Platform. That's where they were punished." 

"Gruesome statues," Will said, unable to take his eyes off it. 

"They're not statues, they're real people. Tam said the bodies have been calcified." 

"No!" Will said, staring even more intently at the figures and wishing he had time to document the 
scene. 

"Shhhh," Cal warned. He grabbed Bartleby and pulled him to his chest. The cat kicked out, but Cal 
wouldn't let go. 

Will looked at him inquiringly. 

"Get down," Cal whispered. Ducking behind the parapet, he cupped his hand over the cat's eyes and 
clasped the animal even more tightly. 

As he followed suit, Will caught sight of them. At the far end of the square, as silent as ghosts, four 
figures appeared to float on the surface of the waterlogged ground. They wore breathing masks over their 
mouths, and goggles with large, circular eyepieces, making them appear like nightmarish man-insects. 
Will could tell from their outlines that they were Styx. They wore leather skullcaps and long coats. Not 
the lustrous black ones Will had seen in the Colony; these were matte, and camouflaged with streaky green 
and gray blocks of dark and light hues. 

With easy military efficiency, they were advancing in a line, as one controlled an immense dog 
straining on a leash. Vapor was blowing from the muzzle of the inconceivably large and ferocious animal 
— it was unlike any dog Will had ever seen before. 

The boys cowered behind the parapet, acutely aware that they had nowhere to run if the Styx came 
their way. The hoarse panting and snorting of the dog was growing louder — Will and Cal looked at each 
other, both thinking that at any moment the Styx would appear from around the edge of the parapet. They 
angled their heads, straining to catch the least sound of the Styx approaching, but there was only the 
hushed gurgle of running water and the unbroken patter of cavern rain. 

Will's and Cal's eyes met. All the signs were that the Styx had gone, but what should they do? Had 
the patrol moved on or was it lying in ambush for them? They waited and, after what seemed like an 
age, Will tapped his brother on the arm and pointed upward, indicating he was going to take a look. 

Cal shook his head violently, his eyes flaring with alarm behind the half-fogged glass; they pleaded 
with Will to stay put. But Will ignored him and raised his head a fraction over the parapet. The Styx had 
vanished. He gave the thumbs-up, and Cal rose slowly to see for himself. Satisfied the patrol had moved 
on, Cal let go of Bartleby and he sprang away, shaking himself down and then glowering resentfully at 
both of them. 

They skirted cautiously around the side of the square and chose a lane in the opposite direction from 
the one they assumed the Styx had taken. Will was feeling increasingly tired, and it was getting harder for 
him to catch his breath. His lungs were rattling like an asthmatic's, and a dull ache gripped his chest and 
rib cage. He summoned up all his energy, and they darted from shadow to shadow until the buildings ran 
out and the cavern wall was in front of them. They ran alongside it for several minutes until they came to a 
huge stone staircase cut into the rock. 

"That was too close by half," Will panted, glancing behind them. 

"You can say that again," Cal agreed, then peered at the staircase. "Is this the one?" 

"I think so." Will shrugged. At that point, he didn’t much care; he just wanted to put as much distance 
between them and the Styx as possible. 

The base of the stairs was badly damaged by a massive pillar that had crashed down and shattered it, 
and at first the boys were forced to clamber up several broken sections. Once they had reached the steps, 
it wasn't much better; they were slick with black weed, and the boys nearly lost their footing more than 
once. 

They climbed higher and higher up the stairway and, forgetting for the moment how ill he felt, Will 


stopped to take in the view from above. Through the haze, he caught sight of a building topped with a huge 
dome. 

"That's the spitting image of St. Paul 's Cathedral in London," he puffed, getting his breath back as he 
peered at the magnificent domed roof in the distance. "I'd love to have a closer look," he added. 

"You've got to be kidding," Cal replied sharply. 

As they continued, the stairs eventually disappeared into a jagged arch in the rock wall. Will turned 
for a last glance at the emerald strangeness of the Eternal City, but as he did so he slipped from the edge 
of the step, tottering forward onto the one below. For a heartbeat he faced the sheer drop in front of him 
and cried out, thinking he was about to plunge down it. He clutched frantically at the black tendrils 
covering the wall. Handful after handful broke off, then he finally managed to get a grip and steady 
himself again. 

"Hey, are you all right?" Cal said, now at his side. When Will didn't answer him, he became 
increasingly concerned. "What's the matter?" 

"I... I just feel so dizzy," Will admitted in a wheezing voice. He was panting in small, shallow 
breaths — it was as if he were breathing through a clogged straw. He climbed a few steps but came to a 
standstill again as he broke out into a racking cough. He thought the coughing fit was never going to stop. 
Doubled over, Will hacked away and then spat. He clutched his forehead, soaked with rain and clammy 
with an unhealthily cold sweat, and knew there was no way he could hide it from his brother any longer. 

"I need to rest," he said hoarsely, using Cal for support as the coughing subsided. 

"Not now," Cal said urgently, "and not here," Grabbing Will's arm, he helped him through the 
archway and into the gloomy stairway beyond. 


There is a point at which the body is spent, when the muscles and sinews have nothing left to give, 
when all that remains is a person's mettle, his sheer single-mindedness. 

Will had reached that point. His body felt drained and worthless, but still he slogged on, driven by 
the responsibility he felt toward his brother and his duty to get him to safety. At the same time, gnawing 
away at him was the unbearable guilt that he'd let Chester down, let him fall into the Colonists’ hands for a 
second time. 

I'm useless, completely useless. The words ran in a loop through Will's mind, over and over again. 
But neither he nor his brother spoke as they climbed, grinding their way up the never-ending spiral 
staircase. At the very limits of his endurance, Will pushed himself on, step after painful step, flight after 
flight, his thighs burning as much as his lungs. Slipping and sliding on water-drenched stone treads and the 
stringy weeds that clung to them, he fought to suppress the dread realization that they still had far to go. 

"Pd like to stop now," he heard Cal pant. 

"Can't... don't think... I'd ever... get going... again," Will grunted in time with his plodding steps. 

The excruciating hours crawled by, until he had lost track of how long they'd been climbing, and 
nothing in the world existed or mattered to him except the grueling notion that he had to take the next step, 
and the next, and so on... and just when Will thought he'd reached his limits and that he couldn't go any 
farther, he felt the faintest of breezes on his face. He knew instinctively it was untainted air. He stopped 
and sucked at the freshness, hoping to lift the leaden weight from his chest and relieve the interminable 
rattle in his lungs. 

"Don't need it," he said, pointing at Cal 's mask. Cal removed it from his head and tucked it in his 
belt, the sweat running down his face in rivulets and his eyes rimmed with red. 

"Phew," he exhaled. "Hot under that thing." 

They resumed the climb, and it wasn't long before the steps ended and they entered a sequence of 
Narrow passages. Every so often they were forced to scramble up rusted iron ladders, their hands turning 
orange as they tested each precarious rung. 

Eventually they reached a steeply angled shaft no more than three feet wide. They hauled themselves 
up its pockmarked surface using the thick, knotted rope they discovered hanging there (Cal was certain his 
uncle Tam had rigged it up). Hand over hand they went, their feet finding purchase in the shallow cracks 
and fault lines as they climbed. The incline became steeper, and they had a heck of a job to scrabble over 
the remaining stretch of slime-covered stone, but despite losing their footing a few times, they finally 
reached the top, hauling themselves up into a circular chamber. Here there was a small vent in the floor. 
Leaning into it, Will could see the remnants of an iron grating, long since rusted away. 

"What's down there?" Cal panted. 

"Nothing, can't see a darn thing," Will said despondently, squatting down to rest on his haunches. He 
brushed the sweat from his face with a raw hand. "I suppose we do what Tam said. We climb down." 

Cal looked behind and then to his brother, nodding. For several minutes neither of them made a 
move, immobilized with fatigue. 

"Well, we can't stay here forever," Will sighed and swung his legs into the vent and, with his back 
pressed against one side and feet hard against the other, he began to see himself down. 

"What about the cat?" Will shouted after he had gone a short distance. "Is Bartleby going to be able 
to cope with this?" 

"Don't worry about him," Cal said with a smile. "Anything we can do—" 

Will never heard the rest of Cal 's sentence. He slipped. The sides of the vent shot by, and he landed 
with a large splash — he was submerged in an icy coldness. He thrashed out with this arms, then his feet 


found the bottom, and he stood up and blew out a mouthful of freezing liquid. He found he was chest-deep 
in water, and after he'd wiped it out of his eyes and pushed back his hair, he looked around. He couldn't 
be certain, but there seemed to be a dim light in the distance. 

He heard Cal 's frantic shouts from above. "Will! Will! Are you all right?" 

"Just had a quick dip!" Will shouted, laughing weakly. "Stay there, I'm going to check something out." 
His exhaustion and discomfort were ignored for the moment as he stared at the faint glow, trying to make 
out the vaguest detail of what lay ahead. 

Soaked to the skin, he clambered out of the pool and, stooping under the low roof, crept slowly 
toward the light. After a couple of hundred yards, he could clearly see the circular mouth of the tunnel 
and, with his heart racing, he sped toward it. Dropping more than three feet off a ledge he'd failed to 
notice, he landed roughly, finding himself under a jetty of some kind. Through a forest of heavy wooden 
stanchions, draped with weeds, he could see the dappled reflections of light on water. 

Gravel crunched underfoot as he walked into the open. He felt the invigorating chill of the wind on 
his face. He breathed deeply, drawing the fresh air into his aching lungs. It was such sweetness. Slowly he 
took stock of the surroundings. 

Night. Lights reflected off a river in front of him. It was a wide river. A two tiered pleasure boat 
chugged past — bright flashes of color pulsed from its two decks as indistinct dance music throbbed over 
the water. Then he saw the bridges on either side of him and, in the distance, the floodlit dome of St. Paul 
's. The St. Paul 's he knew. A red double-decker bus crossed the bridge closest to him. This wasn't any old 
river. He sat down on the bank with surprise and relief. 

It was the Thames. 

He lay back on the bank and closed his eyes, listening to the droning hubbub of traffic. He tried to 
remember the names of the bridges, but he didn't really care — he'd gotten out, he'd escaped, and nothing 
else mattered. He'd made it. He was home. Back in his own world. 

"The sky," Cal said with awe in his voice. "So that's what it's like." Will opened his eyes to see his 
brother craning his neck this way and that as he stared at the stray wisps of cloud caught in the amber 
radiation of the streetlights. Although Cal was sopping from his immersion in the pool, he was smiling 
broadly, but then he wrinkled up his nose. "Phew, what's that?" he asked loudly. 

"What do you mean?" Will said. 

"All those smells!" 

Will propped himself up on one elbow and sniffed. "What smells?" 

"Food... all sorts of food... and..." Cal grimaced. "sewage — lots of it — and chemicals..." 

As Will sniffed the air, thinking again how fresh it was, it occurred to him that he hadn't once 
considered what they were going to do next. Where were they going to go? He'd been so intent on 
escaping, he hadn't given anything beyond it a second thought. He stood up and examined his sodden, 
filthy Colonists’ clothes and those of his brother, and the unfeasibly large cat that was now nosing around 
the bank like a pig searching for truffles. A brisk winter wind was picking up, and he shivered violently, 
his teeth starting to chatter. It struck him that neither his brother nor Bartleby had experienced the relative 
extremes of Topsoil weather in their sheltered, subterranean lives. He had to get them moving. And 
quickly. But he didn't have any money on him — not a penny. 

"We're going to have to walk home." 

"Fine," Cal replied unquestioningly, his head back as he stared at the stars, losing himself in the 
canopy of the sky. "At last I've seen them," he whispered to himself. 

A helicopter drifted across the horizon. 

"Why's that one moving?" he asked. 

Will felt too tired to explain. "They do that," he said flatly. 

They set off, keeping close to the bank so as not to be noticed, and almost immediately came upon a 


set of steps leading up to the walkway above. It was next to a bridge. Will knew then where they were — 
it was Blackfriars Bridge. 

A gate blocked the top of the steps, so they hastily clambered over the broad wall beside it to reach 
the walkway. Dripping water on the pavement and freezing in the night air, they looked around them. Will 
was seized by the dreadful thought that even here the Styx might have spies watching out for them. After 
seeing one of the Clarke brothers in the Colony, he felt that he couldn't trust anybody, and he regarded the 
few people in the immediate area with mounting suspicion. But nobody was close., with the exception of 
a young couple walking hand in hand. They strolled past, so involved with each other that they didn't seem 
to pay the boys or their huge cat the least bit of attention. 

With Will taking the lead, they climbed the steps to the bridge itself. Arriving at the top, Will saw 
that the IMAX cinema was to their right. He immediately knew they didn't want to be on that side of the 
river. To him, London was a mosaic of place, each familiar to him from the museum visits with his father 
or school expeditions. The rest, the interconnecting areas, were a complete mystery to him. There was 
only one thing to do: trust in his sense of direction and try to head north. 

As they turned left and quickly traversed the bridge, Will spotted a sign to King's Cross and knew 
instantly that they were heading the right way. Traffic passed them as they arrived at the end of the bridge, 
and Will paused to look at Cal and the cat under the glow of a streetlight. Talk about three suspicious- 
looking lost souls — they stuck out a mile. Although it was dark, Will was painfully aware that a pair of 
young boys soaked to the skin and wandering the streets of London at this late hour, with or without a giant 
cat, were likely to attract attention, and the last thing he needed now was to be picked up by the police. 
He made an attempt at concocting a story, rehearsing it in his mind, just in case it happened. 

‘ello, ‘ello, ‘ello, the pair of fictitious policemen said. What ‘ave we ‘ere, then? 

Uh... just out walking the... the... Will's imagined response came to a faltering stop. No, that 
wouldn't do, he had to be better prepared than that. He started again: Good evening, officers. We're just 
taking the neighbor's pet for a walk. 

The first policeman leaned in to peer curiously at Bartleby, his eyes narrowing as he grimaced in 
open distaste. Looks dangerous to me, son. Shouldn't it be on a leash? 

What is it, exactly? the second imaginary policeman chimed in. 

It's a..., Will began. What could he say? Ah yes... It's very rare... a very rare hybrid, a cross 
between a dog and a cat called a... a Dat, Will informed them helpfully. 

Or is it a Cog, perhaps? the second policeman suggested drily, the glint in his eye telling Will he 
wasn't buying a word of it. 

Whatever it is, it's bloody ugly, his partner said. 

Shhh! You'll hurt his feelings. Suddenly, Will realized he was wasting his time with all of this. The 
reality was that the policemen would simply ask for their names and addresses, then radio in to double- 
check them. And they'd probably be found out even if they tried to give false ones. So that would be it. 
They'd be taken back to the station and held there. Will suspected he was probably wanted for abducting 
Chester, or something equally ridiculous, and would likely as not end up in a juvenile detention center. As 
for Cal, he would be a real conundrum — of course, there wouldn't be a record of him anywhere, no 
Topsoil identity whatsoever. No, they'd have to avoid the police at all costs. 

Perversely, as he contemplated the future, there was a part of him that almost wanted them to be 
stopped. It would remove the dreadful burden that at the moment lay squarely on his shoulders; he glanced 
at the cowed figure of his brother. Cal was a stranger, a freak in this cold and inhospitable place, and Will 
had no idea how he was going to protect him. 

But Will knew if he turned himself in to the authorities and tried to get them to investigate the Colony 
— that's if they believed a runaway teenager in the first place — he could be risking countless lives, his 
family's lives. Who knew how it would end? He shuddered at the thought of the Discovery, as Grandma 


Macaulay had called it, and tried to imagine her being led out into the daylight after her long subterranean 
life. He couldn't do that to her — couldn't even bear the thought of it. It was too big a decision for him to 
take alone, and he felt so terribly alone and isolated. 

He pulled his damp jacket around himself and hustled Cal and Bartleby down into the underpass at 
the end of the bridge. 

"It reeks of pee down here," his brother commeted. "Do all Topsoilers mark their territories?" He 
turned to Will inquiringly. 

"Uh, no... not usually. But this is London." 

As they emerged from the underpass and back onto the pavement, Cal seemed confused by the traffic, 
looking this way and that. Coming to the main road, they stopped at the curb. Will gripped his brother's 
sleeve with one hand and the cat's hairless scruff with the other. Crossing when there was a lull, they 
made it to the traffic island. He could see people peering curiously at them from passing cars, and a white 
van slowed down almost to a halt right beside them, the driver talking excitedly into his cell phone. To 
Will's relief, it sped off again. They crossed the remaining two lanes and, after a short distance, Will 
steered them into a dimly lit side street. His brother stood with one hand on the brick wall beside him — 
he looked completely disoriented, like a blind man in unfamiliar surroundings. 

"Foul air!" he said vehemently. 

"It's only car fumes," Will replied as he untied the thick string from his light orb and fashioned a 
slipknot leash for the cat, who didn't seem to mind one bit. 

"It smells wrong. It must be against the laws," Cal said with complete conviction. 

"Fraid not," Will answered as he led them down the street. He would have to stay off the main roads 
and keep to the backstreets as far as possible, even though it would make their journey even more difficult 
and circuitous. 

And so the long march north began. On their way out of central London they only saw a single police 
car, but Will was able to usher them around a corner in the nick of time. 

"Are they like Styx?" Cal asked. 

"Not quite," Will replied. 

With the cat on one side and Cal twitching nervously on the other, they trudged along. From time to 
time his brother would stop dead in his tracks, as if invisible doors were being slammed in his face. 

"What is it?" Will asked on one of these occasions when his brother refused to move. 

"It's like... anger... and fear," Cal said in a strained voice as he glanced nervously up at the 
windows over a Storefront. "It's so strong. I don't like it." 

"I can't see anything," Will said as he failed to make out what was troubling his brother. They were 
just ordinary windows, a sliver of light showing between the curtains in one of them. "It's nothing, you're 
imagining it." 

"No, I'm not. I can smell it," Cal said emphatically, "and it's getting stronger. I want to go." 

After several miles of tortuous ducking and diving, they came to the brow of a hill, at the bottom of 
which was a busy main road with six lanes of speeding traffic. 

"I recognize this — it's not far now. Maybe a couple of miles, that's all," Will said with relief. 

"T'm not going near it. I can't — not with that stench. It'll kill us," Cal said, backing away from Will. 

"C'mon, don't be stupid,” Will said. He was just too tired for any nonsense, and his frustration now 
turned to anger. "We're so close." 

"No," Cal said, digging in his heels. "I'm staying right here!" 

Will tried to pull the boy's arm, but he yanked it away. Will had been fighting his exhaustion for 
miles and was still struggling to breathe; he didn't need this. All of a sudden, it became too much for him. 
He thought he was actually going to break down and cry. It just wasn't fair. He pictured the house and his 
welcoming clean bed. All he wanted to do was lie down and sleep. Even as he was walking, his body 


kept going loose, as if he were dropping through a hole into a place where everything was so comforting 
and warm. Then he would yank himself out of it, back to wakefulness, and urge himself on again. 

"Fine!" Will spat. "Suit yourself!" He set off down the hill, tugging Bartleby by the leash. 

As he reached the road, Will heard his brother's voice over the din of the traffic. 

"Will!" he yelled. "Wait for me! I'm sorry!" 

Cal came hurtling down the hill — Will could see that he was genuinely terrified. He kept jerking his 
head to look around him, as if he were about to be attacked by some imagined assassin. 

They crossed the road at the lights, but Cal insisted on pressing his hand over his mouth until they 
were a good distance from it. "I can't take this," he said glumly. "I liked the idea of cars when I was in the 
Colony... but the brochures didn't say anything about the way they smell." 


"Got a light?" 

Startled by the voice, they whirled around. They'd stopped for a minute's rest and, as if he had 
appeared from nowhere, a man was standing very close behind them, a lopsided grin on his face. He 
wasn't terribly tall, but he was well dressed in a tightly fitting dark blue suit and a shirt and tie. He had 
long black hair, which he kept stroking back at the temples and tucking behind his ears, as if it was 
bothering him. "Left mine at home," he continued, his voice deep and rich. 

"Don't smoke, sorry," Will replied, quickly edging away. There was something forced and sleazy in 
the man's smile, and alarm bells were ringing in Will's head. 

"You boys all right? You look beat. I've got a place you can warm up. Not far from here," the man 
said ingratiatingly. "Bring your doggy, too, of course." He held out a hand toward Cal, and Will saw that 
the fingers were stained with nicotine and the fingernails were black with filth. 

"Can we really?" Cal said, returning the man's smile. 

"No... very kind of you, but...," Will interrupted, glaring at his brother but failing to get his attention. 
The man took a step toward Cal and addressed him, completely ignoring Will, as if he wasn't there. 

"Something hot to eat, too?" he offered. 

Cal was at the point of replying when Will spoke. 

"Must go, our parents are waiting just around the corner. Come on, Cal," he said, a note of urgency 
creeping into his voice. Cal looked perplexedly at Will, who shook his head, frowning. Realizing that 
something wasn't quite right, Cal fell into step beside his brother. 

"Shame. Maybe next time?" the man said, his eyes still locked on Cal. He made no move to follow 
them, but pulled a lighter from his jacket pocket and lit a cigarette. "Be seeing you!" he called after them. 

"Don't you look back," Will hissed through his teeth as he walked rapidly away with Cal in tow. 
"Don't you dare look back." 


An hour later they entered Highfield. Will avoided Main Street in case he was recognized, taking the 
back alleys and side roads until they turned onto Broadlands Avenue. 

There it was. The house, completely dark, with a real estate agent's sign in the front yard. Will led 
them around the side and under the carport into the back garden. He kicked over a brick where the spare 
back-door key had always been hidden and muttered a muted prayer of thanks when he saw it was still 
there. He unlocked the door, and they took a few wary paces into the dark hallway. 


"Colonists!" Cal said right away, recoiling as he continued to sniff the air. "They've been here... and 
not long ago." 

"For heaven's sake." It merely smelled a little fusty and unoccupied to Will, but he couldn't be 
bothered to argue. Not wanting to alert the neighbors, he left the lights off and used his orb to check each 
room, while Cal remained in the hall, his senses working overtime. 

"There's nothing... no one here at all. Satisfied?" Will said as he returned downstairs. With some 
consternation, his brother edged farther into the house with Bartleby at his heels, and Will shut and locked 
the door behind them. He shepherded them into the living room and, making sure the curtains were tightly 
closed, turned on the television. Then he went into the kitchen. 

The fridge was completely bare except for a tub of margarine and an old tomato, which was green 
and shrunken. For a moment, Will stared uncomprehendingly at the bare shelves. To him this was 
unprecedented, confirming just how far things had gone. He sighed as he shut the door and spotted a scrap 
of lined paper taped to it. It was in Rebecca's precise hand; one of her shopping lists. 

Rebecca! The fury suddenly rose in him. The thought of that imposter masquerading as his sister for 
all those years made him rigid with anger. She had changed everything. Now he couldn't even think back 
to the comfortable and predictable life he'd been leading before his father went missing, because she had 
been there, watching and spying. Her very presence tainted all his memories. Hers was the worst kind of 
betrayal — she was a Judas sent by the Styx. 

"Evil!" he shouted, tearing off the list, crumpling it up, and slinging it to the floor. 

AS it came to rest on the pristine linoleum that Rebecca had mopped week in and week out with 
mind-numbing regularity, Will looked at the stopped clock on the wall and sighed. He shuffled over to the 
sink and filled glasses with water for himself and Cal, and a bowl for Bartleby, then returned to the living 
room. Cal and the cat were already curled up asleep on the sofa. Cal with his head resting drowsily on his 
arm. He could see that they were both shivering, so he grabbed a couple of blankets from the beds 
upstairs and draped them over their slumbering forms. The house didn't have its central heating on and it 
was cold, but not that cold. He'd been right in thinking that they just weren’t used to these lower 
temperatures, and made a mental note to sort out some warm clothes for them in the morning. 

Will drank the water quickly and climbed into his mother's chair, wrapping himself in her afghan. 
His eyes barely registered the death-defying snowboarding stunts on the television as he curled up, 
precisely as his mother had done for so many years, and fell into the deepest of sleeps. 


Tam stood silent and defiant. He was determined not to show any sign of his trepidation as he and 
Mr. Jerome faced the long table, their hands clenched behind their backs as if standing at attention. 

Behind the table of highly polished oak sat the Panoply. These were the most senior and powerful 
members of the Styx Council. At either end of the table sat a few high-ranking Colonists: representatives 
from the Board of the Governors, men that Mr. Jerome had known all his life, men that were his friends. 
He quaked with shame as he felt the disgrace wash over him, and he couldn't bring himself to look at 
them. He'd never thought it would come to this. 

Tam was less intimidated; he'd been carpeted before and always managed to get off by the skin of his 
teeth. Although these allegations were serious, he knew his alibi had passed their scrutiny. Imago and his 
men had made sure of that. Tam watched as the Crawfly conferred with a fellow Styx and then leaned 
back to speak to the Styx child who stood half hidden behind the high back of his chair.l Now that was 
irregular. Their children were usually kept well out of sight and far away from the Colony; the newborn 
were never seen, while the older offspring, it was said, were closeted away with their with their masters 
in the rarefied atmosphere of the private schools. He'd never heard of them accompanying their elders in 
public, let alone being present at meetings such as these. 

Tam's thoughts were interrupted as a scratchy outburst of intense debate ran back and forth through 
the Panoply. Whispers rippled from one end to the other as skinny hands communicated in a series of 
harsh gestures. Tam glanced quickly at Mr. Jerome, whose head hung low. He was quietly mumbling a 
prayer as sweat coursed from his temples. His face was puffy and his skin an unhealthy pink. All this was 
taking its toll on him. 

The commotion abruptly ceased amid nods and staccato words of agreement, and the Styx settled 
back in their seats, a chilling silence descending over the room. Tam readied himself. A pronouncement 
was about to be delivered. 

"Mr. Jerome," the Styx to the left of the Crawfly intoned. "After due consideration and a full and 
proper investigation" — he fixed his beady pupils on the quivering man — "we will allow you to step 
down." 

Another Styx promptly took over. "It is felt that the injustices brought upon you from specific of your 
family members, past and present, are unjust and unfortunate. Your honesty is not in question, and your 
reputation has not been tarnished. Unless you would like to speak for the record, you are unconditionally 
discharged." 

Mr. Jerome bowed dolefully and backed away from the table. Tam heard his boots scuffing on the 
flagstones but dared not turn to watch him leave. Instead his gaze flickered to the ceiling of the stone hall, 
then to the ancient wall hangings behind the Panoply, alighting on one depicting the Founding Fathers 
digging a perfectly round tunnel in the side of a verdant hill. 

He knew that all eyes now rested on him. 

Another Styx spoke. Tam immediately recognized the Crawfly's voice and was obliged to face his 
avowed enemy. He's loving every minute of this, Tam thought. 

"Macaulay. You are a different kettle of fish. Though not yet proven, we believe that you did aid and 
abet your nephews, Seth and Caleb Jerome, in their foiled attempt to liberate the Topsoiler Chester Rawls 
and then to escape to the Eternal City," said the Crawfly with evident relish. 

A second Styx continued. "The Panoply has recorded your plea of not guilty and your continuing 
protestations." With a single disapproving shake of his head he fell silent for a moment. "We have 
reviewed the evidence submitted in your defense, but at this time we are unable to reach a resolution. 
Accordingly we have decreed that the investigation will remain open, and that you are to be held on 


remand and your privileges revoked until further notice. Do you understand?" 

Tam nodded somberly. 

"We said, do you understand?" snapped the Styx child, stepping forward. 

An evil grin flicked across Rebecca's face as her icy glare drilled into Tam. There was a stir of 
hushed astonishment from the Colonists that the minor child had dared to speak, but not the smallest 
indication from the Styx that anything out of the ordinary had taken place. 

To say Tam was staggered would be a rank understatement. Was he really supposed to respond to 
this mere child? When he didn't answer right away, she repeated the question, her hard little voice as 
sharp as a whip crack. 

"WE SAID, DO YOU UNDERSTAND?" 

"I do, Tam muttered, "only too well." 

Of course, it wasn't a final ruling by any means, but it meant he would live in limbo until they 
decided either that he was cleared or... well... the alternative was too horrifying to think about. 

As a surly Colonist officer escorted him away, Tam couldn't help but notice the smarmy look of self- 
congratulation that passed between Rebecca and the Crawfly. 

Will, I'll be blowed! Tam thought. It's his daughter! 


Aroused from his sleep by the booming sound of the television, Will sat up in the armchair with a 
start. He automatically groped for the remote control and clicked down the volume a couple of notches; it 
was only when he looked around that he fully realized where he was and remembered how he'd gotten 
there. He was home, and in a room he knew so well. Although he was surrounded by uncertainty about 
what he was going to do next, for the first time in a long time he felt that he had a measure of control over 
his destiny, and it felt good. 

He flexed his stiff limbs and took several deep breaths, coughing sharply. Despite the fact that he 
was ravenous, he felt a little better than he had the day before; the sleep had done him some good. He 
scratched, then tugged vaguely at his matted hair, its usual whiteness discolored with dirt. Clambering out 
of the chair, he stumbled over to the curtains and parted them a couple of inches to let the morning sun into 
the room. Real light. It was such a welcome sight that he pulled them wider. 

"Too bright!" Cal screeched repeatedly, burying his face in a cushion. Bartleby, roused by Cal 's 
cries, flicked his eyes open. He immediately shied away from the glare, his long legs propelling him 
backward until he tumbled off the rear of the sofa. There he remained, hiding from the light and making 
noises somewhere between hisses and low meows. 

"Oh, yikes, I'm sorry," Will stuttered, kicking himself as he hurriedly yanked the curtains shut again. 
"I completely forgot." 

He helped his brother into a sitting position. He was moaning quietly behind the cushion, and Will 
could see that it was already soaked with tears. He wondered if Cal's and Bartleby's eyes would ever 
adjust to natural light. It was just one more problem Will had to contend with. 

"That was so stupid of me," he said helplessly. "I'll... um... I'll find some sunglasses for you." 

He began to search through a chest of drawers in his parents' room, only to find that it had been 
emptied. As he was checking the last drawer, he picked out a little bag of lavender languishing on the 
cheap Christmas gift wrap that his mother had used as a paper liner and held it up to catch the familiar 
scent. He closed his eyes as the smell conjured up a vivid picture of her. Wherever they'd sent her to 
recuperate, she'd be lording it over the other patients by now. He was willing to bet she'd commandeered 
the best chair in the television room and had cajoled someone into bringing her regular cups of tea. He 


smiled. In a way, she was probably happier now than she'd been for years. And maybe a little safer, too, if 
the Styx decided to pay a visit. 

For no reason in particular, as he rummaged through a bedside cupboard, he thought of his real 
mother. He wondered where she was right at that very moment, if indeed she was still alive at all. The 
only person in the long history of the Colony ever to evade the Styx and survive. He set his jaw witha 
determined look as he caught his reflection in a mirror. Well, now there were going to be two more 
Jeromes with that distinction. 

On a high shelf in his mother's closet he found what he was looking for, a pair of bendy plastic 
sunglasses she wore on the rare occasions she ventured out in the summer. He went back to Cal, who was 
squinting at the television in the darkened room, completely absorbed by the midmorning talk show on 
which the perma-tanned and obsequious host, oozing sincerity, was comforting the inconsolable mother of 
a teenage drug addict. Cal 's eyes were a little red and still wet with tears, but he said nothing and indeed 
did not shift his gaze once from the screen as Will placed the glasses on his head, looping an elastic band 
around the arms to hold them firmly in place. 

"Better?" Will asked. 

"Much better, yes," Cal said, adjusting them. "But I'm really hungry," he added, rubbing his stomach. 
"And I'mso cold." He rattled his teeth together dramatically. 

"Showers first. That'll warm you up," Will said as he lifted his arm to sample the accumulated odor 
of many days' sweat. "And some clean clothes." 

"Showers?" Cal peered at him blankly through the sunglass lenses. 

Will managed to get the boiler fired up and went first, the hot water stinging his flesh with painful 
relief as the clouds of steam enveloped him in an ecstasy of forgetfulness. Then it was Cal 's turn. Will 
showed his fascinated brother how the shower worked and left him to it. From the closet in his bedroom 
he dug out clean sets of clothes for himself and Cal, although his brother's needed a little adjustment to 
make them fit. 

"I'm a real Topsoiler now!" Cal announced, admiring the baggy jeans with rolled-up cuffs and the 
voluminous shirt with two sweaters on top of it. 

"Yeah, very trendsetting,” Will said with a laugh. 

Bartleby was more problematic. It took much coaxing by Cal to even get the shivering animal as far 
as the bathroom door, and then they had to push him for the rear, like a recalcitrant donkey, to get him in. 
As if he knew what was in store in the steamy room, he leaped away and tried to hide under the sink. 

"Come on, Bart, you stinker, into the bath!" Cal ordered, finally running out of patience, and the cat 
grudgingly crept into the bath and looked at them with the most hangdog of expressions. He let out a 
warbled, low whine when the water first trickled over his sagging skin, and, deciding he'd had enough, 
his paws scrabbled on the plastic of the tub as he tried to get out. But with Will holding him down they 
managed to finish the task, although all three of them were completely drenched by the end of the exercise. 

Once out of the bath, Bartleby ricocheted around the bedrooms like a whirling dervish while Will 
took great pleasure in ransacking Rebecca's room. As he chucked all her incredibly neatly folded clothes 
onto the floor, he wondered how in the world he was going to find anything that was remotely suitable to 
dress a giant cat. But in the end some brown legwarmers were cut down to size for the animal's hind legs 
and an old purple sweater took care of his top half. Will found a pair of Bugs Bunny sunglasses in 
Rebecca's desk drawer, and these stayed in place on the cat's head once a yellow-and-black-stirped 
Tibetan hat was pulled firmly down. 

Bartleby looked quite bizarre in his new outfit. Out on the landing, the two brothers stood back to 
admire their handiwork, promptly falling into hysterics. 

"Who's a pretty boy, then?” Cal chuckled between outbursts of breathless laughter. 

"Better-looking than most around here!" Will said. 


"Don't you worry, Bart," Cal said soothingly, patting the peeved animal on the back. "Very... uh... 
striking," he managed to say before they both lapsed once again into uncontrolled laughter. Behind the 
pink-tinted lenses, the indignant Bartleby watched them sideways out of his large eyes. 

Fortunately, Rebecca, much as Will cursed her, had left the freezer in the utility room well stocked. 
He read the microwave instructions and heated up three beef dinners complete with dumplings and green 
beans. They wolfed these down in the kitchen, Bartleby standing with both paws on the table, his tongue 
rasping against the plastic dish as he hungrily devoured every last scrap of the meat. Cal thought it was 
just about the best thing he'd ever tasted, but claimed he was still hungry, so Will retrieved another three 
meals from the freezer. This time, they had pork dinners with roasted potatoes. They washed this down 
with a bottle of Coke, which sent Cal into fits of rapture. 

"So what happens next?" he said finally, tracing the rising bubbles on the side of his glass with a 
finger. 

"What's the mad rush? We'll be all right for a while," Will replied. He hoped that they would be able 
to hole up there, even if for just a few days, to give him time to figure out their next move. 

"The Styx know about this place — someone's already been here, and they'll be back. Don’t forget 
what Uncle Tam said. There's absolutely no way we can stay put." 

"I suppose so," Will agreed reluctantly, "and we could be spotted by the real estate agents if they 
show people around." He gazed in an unfocused way at the net curtains over the kitchen sink and spoke 
decisively. "But I still have to get Chester out." 

His brother looked aghast. "You don't mean go back? I can't go back, not now, Will. The Styx would 
do something terrible to me." 

Cal was not alone in his fear of returning underground. Will could barely contain his terror at the 
prospect of facing the Styx again. He felt as though he had pushed his luck as far as it would go, and to 
imagine he could carry out some audacious rescue attempt was sheer lunacy. 

On the other hand, what would they do if they remained Topsoil? Go on the run? When he really 
thought about it, it just wasn't realistic. Sooner or later they'd be apprehended by the police, and he and 
Cal would probably be separated and placed in foster care. Worse than that, he'd live the rest of his life 
under the shadow of Chester 's death and with the knowledge that he could have joined his father in one of 
the greatest adventures of the century. 

"I don't want to die," Cal said in a faint voice. "Not like that." He pushed his glass away and looked 
pleadingly into Will's eyes. 

This wasn't getting any easier. Will couldn't cope with much more pressure. He shook his head. 
"What am I supposed to do? I can't just leave him there. I can't. I won't." 


Later, while Cal and Bartleby lounged in front of the television watching children's programs and 
eating potato chips, Will couldn't resist going into the cellar. Just as he'd expected, when he swung the 
shelves out, there wasn’t a trace of the tunnel — they had even gone to the trouble of painting the newly 
laid brickwork to blend in with the rest of the wall. He knew that behind it would be the usual backfill of 
stone and soil. They'd done the job thoroughly. No point in wasting any further time there. 

Back in the kitchen, he balanced on a stool while he hunted through the jars on top of the cupboards. 
He found his mother's video money in a porcelain jar — there was about J20 in loose change. 

He was in the hallway on his way to the living room when he began to see tiny dots of light dancing 
before his eyes, and all over his body pinpricks of heat broke out. Then, without any warning, his legs 
went out from under him. He dropped the jar, which glanced off the edge of the hall table and shattered, 


scattering the change all over the floor. It was as if he were in slow motion as he collapsed, a fierce pain 
burning through his head until everything turned black and he lost consciousness. 

Cal and Bartleby came rushing out of the living room at the noise. "Will! What's the matter?" Cal 
cried, kneeling next to him. 

Will slowly came around, his temples throbbing painfully. "I don't know," he said feebly. "Just felt 
awful, all of a sudden." He started to cough, and had to hold his breath in order to stop. 

"You're burning up," Cal said, feeling his forehead. 

"Freezing..." Will could barely talk as his teeth rattled together. He made an effort to get up, but 


didn't have the strength. 
"Oh, no." Cal 's face was creased with concern. "It could be something from the Eternal City. 
Plague!" 


Will was silent as his brother pulled him over to the bottom step of the staircase and propped his 
head on it. He grabbed the afghan and put it around him. After a while, Will directed Cal to the bathroom 
to get some aspirin. He swallowed them down with a sip of Coke and, after a brief rest, managed to get 
shakily to his feet with assistance from Cal. 

Will's eyes were feverish and unfocused, and his voice trembled. "I really think we should get help," 
he said, mopping the sweat from his brow. 

"Is there anywhere we can go?" Cal asked. 

Will sniffed, swallowed, and nodded, his head feeling as though it were about to burst. "There's only 
one place I can think of." 


"Get yerself out here!" the Second Officer bawled into the cell, his head pushed so far forward that 
the tendons in his bull-like neck stood proud, like knotted lengths of rope. 

From the shadows came several sniffs as Chester did his best to control his terrified sobbing. Ever 
since he had been recaptured and brought back to the Hold, the Second Officer had been treating him 
brutally. The man had taken it upon himself to make Chester 's life a living nightmare, withholding his 
meals and waking him up if he happened to nod off on the ledge by emptying a bucket of ice-cold water 
over his head or by screaming threats through the inspection hatch. All this probably had something to do 
with the thick bandage wound around the Second Officer's head — Will's blow with the shovel had 
knocked him out cold — and, what was worse, when he came to, the Styx had spent the best part of a day 
interrogating him over the accusation that he had been negligent in his duties. So to say that the Second 
Officer was now very bitter and vindictive would be putting it mildly. 

Chester, half starved and exhausted to the point of collapse, wasn't sure how much more of this 
treatment he could take. If life had been hard for him before the botched escape attempt, it was that much 
worse now. 

"Don't make me come in there and get you!" the Second Officer was yelling. Before he'd finished, 
Chester shuffled barefoot into the wan light of the corridor. Shielding his eyes with one hand, he lifted his 
head. It was streaked gray with ingrained dirt, and his shirt was torn. 

"Yes, sir," he mumbled subserviently. 

"The Styx want to see you. They've got something to tell you," the Second Officer said, his voice 
distorted with malice, and then he began to chortle. "Something that'll fix you good and proper." He was 
still laughing as, unbidden, Chester started down the corridor toward the main door to the Hold, the soles 
of his feet rasping sluggishly across the gritty stones. 

"Shift it!" the Second Officer snapped, thrusting his bunch of keys into the small of Chester 's back. 


"Ow," Chester complained in a pitiful voice. 

As they went through the main door, Chester had to cover his eyes altogether, he was now so unused 
to the light. He continued to shuffle along, heading on a course that would have taken him through to the 
front desk of the police station if the Second Officer hadn't stopped him. 

"And where do you think you're off to? You don't think you're going home, do you?" The man started 
to guffaw and then became deadly serious again. "No, you go right, into the corridor, you do." 

Chester, lowering his hands and trying to see through his scrunched-up eyes, made a slow quarter 
turn and then froze, rooted to the spot. 

"The Dark Light?" he asked fearfully, not daring to turn his face toward the Second Officer. 

"No, we're past all that now. This is where you get your comeuppance, you worthless little squit." 

They passed through a series of corridors, the Second Officer chivying Chester along with further 
jabs and shoves, chuckling to himself all the way. He quieted down as they rounded a corner and came in 
sight of an open doorway. From this an intense light streamed out, illuminating the whitewashed wall 
opposite. 

Although Chester 's movements were languid and his expression blank, inwardly his fears were 
raging. Frantically he debated with himself whether he should make a run for it and bolt down the 
corridor ahead. He didn't have the slightest idea where it led, or how far he'd get, but it would, at the very 
least, put off facing whatever was waiting for him in that room. For a while, anyway. 

He slowed even further, his eyes hurting as he forced himself to look directly at the blaze of light 
flooding from the doorway. He was getting closer. He didn't know what was waiting inside — another of 
their exquisitely horrible tortures? Or maybe... maybe an executioner. 

His whole body stiffened, every muscle wanting to do anything but carry him into that dazzling light. 

"Nearly there," the officer said over Chester 's shoulder, and Chester knew that he had no alternative 
but to cooperate. There were going to be no miraculous reprieves, no timely escapes. 

He was dragging his heels so much that he was barely moving at all when the Second Officer gave 
him such a hefty shove that he was knocked clean off his feet and sent flying through the doorway into the 
light. Skidding over the stone floor on his front, he came to a rest and lay there, a little stunned. 

The light was all around him, and he was blinking rapidly in its harsh glare. He heard the door slam 
and, from a rustle of papers, he knew at once there was someone else in the room. He immediately 
imagined who it — or they — would be: two tall Styx, most likely looming behind a table, just as there'd 
been during the Dark Light sessions. 

"Stand up," ordered a reedy, nasal voice. 

Chester did so, and slowly raised his eyes to the source. He couldn’t have been more astonished by 
the sight that greeted him. 

It was a single Styx, and he was wizened and small, his thinning gray hair pulled back at the temples 
and his face crisscrossed with so many lines and wrinkles that he looked like a bleached raisin. Hunched 
sharply over a tall desk with a slanted top, he resembled an ancient schoolmaster. 

Chester was completely disarmed by this apparition with the sheer light all around it. This was not 
what he'd been expecting at all. He was beginning to feel relieved, telling himself that perhaps things 
were going to turn out better than he'd thought after all, when his eyes met those of the old Styx. 

They were the coldest, darkest eyes Chester had ever seen. They were like two bottomless wells that 
drew him toward them and by some unnatural and unwholesome power pulled him down into their voids. 
Chester felt a chill descend over him as if the temperature had plummeted in the room, and he shivered 
violently. 

The old Styx dropped his eyes to the desk, and Chester swayed unsteadily on his feet, as if he'd been 
abruptly released from something that had had him in its relentless grip. He let out his breath in a rush, 
unconscious until now that he'd been holding it in. Then the Styx began to read in a measured tone. 


"You have been found guilty," he said, "under Order Forty-two, Edicts Eighteen, Twenty-four, Forty- 
two..." 

The numbers went on, but it meant nothing to Chester until the Styx paused and, very matter-of-factly, 
said the word sentence. Chester really began to listen at this point. 

"The prisoner will be taken from this place and conveyed by train to the Interior, and there be 
Banished, relinquished to the forces of nature... So be it," the old Styx finished, clapping his hands and 
holding them pressed hard together, as if he were wringing something out. Then he slowly raised his head 
from his papers and said, "May the Lord have mercy on your soul." 

"What... what do you mean?" Chester asked, reeling under the Styx 's icy gaze and the implications 
of what he'd just heard. 

Without needing to consult the papers before him, the Styx simply reiterated the punishment and then 
fell silent again. Chester grappled with the questions that were racing through his head, moving his lips 
but emitting no sound at all. 

"Yes?" the old Styx asked, in such a way that suggested he'd been in this situation many times before 
and found it thoroughly tiresome to have to converse with the lowly prisoner before him. 

"What... what does that mean?" Chester eventually got out. 

The Styx stared at Chester for several seconds and, with total impassivity, said, "Banished. You will 
be escorted as far as the Miners’ Station, many fathoms down, and then left to do as you will." 

"Taken deeper into the earth?" 

The Styx nodded. "We have no need for your kind in the Colony. You attempted to escape, and the 
Panoply takes a dim view of that. You are not worthy of service here." He clapped his hands together 
again. "Banished." 

Chester suddenly felt the immense weight of all the millions of tons of dirt and rock above, as if they 
were pressing directly down on him, squeezing out his lifeblood. He staggered backward. 

"But I've done nothing. I'm not guilty of anything," he cried., holding out his hands and pleading with 
the emotionless little man. He felt as if he were being buried alive and that he would never again see 
home, or the blue sky, or his family... everything he loved and yearned for. The hope he had clung to ever 
since he'd been captured and locked up in that dark room gushed out of him like air from a burst balloon. 

He was doomed. 

This hateful little man didn't give a hoot about him... Chester saw that in the Styx 's impassive face 
and in his frightful eyes — reptilian, inhuman eyes. And Chester knew that there was absolutely no point 
in trying to persuade him, or beg for his life. These people were savage and merciless, and they had 
arbitrarily condemned him to the most awful fate: an even deeper grave. 

"But why?" Chester asked, tears wetting his face as he wept openly. 

"Because it is the law," the old Styx answered. "Because I am sitting here, and you are standing 
there." He smiled without the remotest trace of any warmth. 

"But—" Chester objected with a howl. 

"Officer, take him back to the Hold," the old Styx said, gathering up his papers with his arthritic 
fingers, and Chester heard the door creak open behind him. 


Will was thrown forward as a fist landed squarely in the middle of his back. Staggering drunkenly 
for a few steps, he rebounded off the handrail and turned slowly around to face his assailant. 

"Speed?" he said, recognizing the school bully's scowling face. 

"Where've you sprung from, Snowdrop? Thought you'd snuffed it. People said you were dead or 
something." 

Will didn't reply. He was deep in the insulated cocoon of the unwell; he felt as though he were 
looking at the world from behind a frosted sheet of glass. It was all Will could do to stand there, his body 
quivering as Speed pushed his snarling face just inches in front of his. Out of the corner of his eye, Will 
glimpsed Bloggsy closing in on Cal a little farther down the sloping path. 

They had been on their way to the subway station, and right now a fight was the last thing Will 
wanted. 

"So where's Fat Boy?" Speed crooned, the moisture on his breath clouding in the cold air. "Bit 
different without your bodyguard, ain't it, dipstick?" 

"Oi, Speed, check this out, it's Mini Me!" Bloggsy said, looking from Cal to Will and back again. 
"What's in the bag, gimp?" 

At Will's insistence, Cal had been carrying their dirty Colonists' clothes in one of Dr. Burrows's old 
expedition duffel bags. 

"Payback time," Speed shouted and simultaneously jabbed a fist in Will's stomach. Winded, Will 
slumped to his knees and then toppled over, curling up with his arms wrapped protectively around his 
head as he hit the ground. 

"This is too easy," Speed crowed, and kicked Will in the back several times. 

Bloggsy was making ludicrous whooping noises and crouching in a mock kung-fu-fighting stance as 
he prodded two fingers at Cal 's sunglasses. "Prepare to meet your maker," he said, his other arm drawn 
back and ready to throw a punch. 

Everything happened too quickly for Will after that. There was a streak of purple and brown 
lightning as Bartleby landed smack in the middle of Bloggsy's shoulders. The impact knocked the boy 
away from Cal and sent him tumbling untidily down the slope, the cat still latched onto his back. As 
Bloggsy came to rest facedown on the ground, he was writhing and trying to use his elbows to beat off the 
flurry of pearl white canines and barbaric-looking claws, all the while letting out the most awful high- 
pitched cries and screaming for someone to help. 

"No," Will shouted weakly. "Enough!" 

"Stop it, Bart!" Cal yelled. 

The cat, still on top of Bloggsy, spun his head around to look at Cal, who shouted another command. 

"Sic ‘im!" Cal pointed at Speed, who had remained standing over Will through all this, not believing 
what he was seeing. Speed's jaw dropped, and a look of sheer horror crept over his face. Bartleby fixed 
his eyes on the new quarry through the bizarre pink sunglasses, the Tibetan hat now slightly askew on his 
head. With a loud hiss, he bounded back up the slope toward the startled bully. 

"Call it off! Call it off!" Speed shrieked as he started to run up the path as if his life depended on it 
— which it did. In the blink of an eye, the cat had caught up with him. Sometimes at his side, sometimes 
blocking his way, Bartleby circled around him like a playful whirlwind, attacking his ankles and slashing 
at his thighs though his school pants, lacerating his skin. The terrified boy stumbled and tottered in a 
spasmodic, comic dance as he frantically tried to escape, his feet sliding hopelessly on the pavement. 

"I'm sorry, Will, I'm sorry! Just get it off me! Please!" Speed was gibbering, his pants reduced to 
tatters. 


With a look from Will, Cal stuck two fingers into his mouth and whistled. The cat stopped instantly 
and allowed Speed to run away. Not once did he turn to look back. 

Will glanced past Cal to the bottom of the slope, where Bloggsy had picked himself up and was half 
running, half falling in his haste to make an escape. 

"I think we've seen the last of them," Cal said with a laugh. 

"Yes," Will agreed faintly as he slowly got to his feet. Wave upon wave of the fever ebbed through 
him, and he felt as if he was going to pass out again. He could quite happily have lain back down, opened 
his coat to the cold, and gone to sleep right there and then on the icy sidewalk. The only way Will could 
get down the remaining stretch of the slope was with Cal supporting him, but they eventually made it to 
the bottom and into the subway station. 

"So even Topsoilers like to go underground," he said, looking at the dirty old station, long overdue 
for renovation. His manner was instantly transformed; he seemed genuinely at ease for the first time since 
they had emerged onto the banks of the Thames — relieved that there was a tunnel around him rather than 
open sky. 

"Not really," Will said listlessly as he started to feed change into the ticket machine while Bartleby 
slavered over a lichenlike patch of freshly deposited chewing gum on the tiled floor. Will's shaking 
fingers fumbled with the coins, then he stopped and leaned against the machine. "It's no use," he gasped. 
Cal took the change from him and, as Will told him what to do, he finished paying for the tickets. 

Down on the platform, it wasn't long before a train arrived. Once aboard, neither boy spoke. As the 
southbound train gained speed, Cal watched the cables rippling along the tunnel sides and played with his 
ticket. Licking his paws, Bartleby was propped on his haunches in the seat next to Cal. There weren't 
many people in the car, but Cal was aware that they were attracting some pretty curious glances. 

Opposite Cal and Bartleby, Will was sitting slumped against the side of the car, soothed by the chill 
glass on his temple as his head lolled against the window. Between stops, he drifted in and out of a fitful 
sleep, and during a period of wakefulness saw that a pair of old women had taken the seats across the 
aisle from them. Snatches of their conversation drifted into his consciousness and mixed with the platform 
announcements like voices in a confused dream. 

"Just look at him... disgraceful... feet all over the seats... MIND THE GAP... funny-looking 
child... LONDON UNDERGROUND APOLOGIZES..." 

Will forced his eyes open and looked at the two women. He realized immediately that it was 
Bartleby who was the cause of their apparent distress. The one who was doing all the talking had purple- 
rinsed hair and wore translucent white-framed bifocals that rested crookedly on her poppy red nose. 

"Shhh! They'll hear you," her companion whispered, eyeing Cal. She either had badly dyed hair or 
was wearing a wig that had seen better days. They both held identical shopping bags on their laps, as if 
they were some form of defense against the miscreants sitting opposite them. 

"Nonsense! Bet they don't speak a word of English. Probably got here on the back of a truck. I mean, 
look at the state of their clothes. And that one — he don't look too bright to me. He's probably on drugs or 
something.” Will felt their rheumy eyes linger on him. 

"Send them all back, I say." 

"Yes, yes," the old ladies said in unison, and with a mutual nod of agreement fell to discussing, in 
morbid detail, the ill health of a friend. Cal glowered furiously at them while they gabbled away, now 
apparently too preoccupied to pay further attention to anyone else. The train came to a stop, and as the old 
ladies were getting up from their seats Cal lifted the ear flap of Bartleby's Tibetan hat and whispered 
something into his ear. Bartleby suddenly reared up and hissed in their faces so forcefully that Will was 
shocked from is feverish stupor. 

"Well, I never!" the red-nosed woman cried out, dropping her shopping bag. While she retrieved it, 
her companion bustled and pushed her from behind, trying to hurry her up. 


Ina flap, both women stuggled off the train, shrieking. 

"Horrid urchins!" the red-nosed lady huffed from the platform. "You blasted animals!" she screamed 
through the doors as they slid shut. 

The train moved out, and Bartleby kept his eyes fixed demonically on the flustered twosome as they 
stood on the platform, still puffing with indignation. 

His curiosity getting the better of him, Will leaned over to his brother. 

"Tell me... what did you say to Bartleby?" he asked. 

"Oh, nothing much," Cal replied innocently, smiling proudly at his cat before he turned to look out the 
window again. 


Will was dreading the last half-mile to the housing projects. He staggered along like a sleepwalker, 
resting whenever it became too much for him. 

When they finally reached the apartment building, the elevator was out of order. Will peered into the 
grafitti-strafed grayness with quiet desperation. That was the last straw. He sighed and, steeling himself 
for the climb, stumbled toward the squalid stairwell. After a stop on each landing to allow him to catch 
his breath, they eventually reached the right floor and made their way through the obstacle course of 
discarded garbage bags. 

There was no response when Cal rang the bell, so he had resorted to hammering on the door with his 
fist when Auntie Jean suddenly opened it. She clearly hadn't been up for long — she looked as tired and 
crumpled as the moth-eaten overcoat she'd evidently been asleep in. 

"What is it?" she said indistinctly, rubbing the nape of her neck and yawning. "I didn't order nothing, 
and I don't buy nothing from salesmen." 

"Auntie Jean, it's me... Will," he said; the blood drained from his head and the image of his aunt 
blanched, as if all the colors had been washed out of it. 

"Will," she said vaguely, and cut another yawn short as it sank in. "Will!" She lifted her head and 
eyed him disbelievingly. "Thought you'd gone missing." She peered at Cal and Bartleby, adding, "Who's 
this?" 

"Uh... cousin...," Will gasped as the floor began to tip and sway, and he was forced to take a step 
forward to steady himself against the doorjamb. He was aware of the cold sweat trickling from his scalp. 
".,.south... from down south." 

"Cousin? Didn't know you—" 

"Dad's," Will said huskily. 

She surveyed Cal and Bartleby with suspicion and not a little distaste. "Your 'orrid sister was ‘ere, 
you know." She glanced past Will. "Is she wiv you?" 

"She...,"" Will began to say in a shaky voice. 

"Cos the little brat owes me money. Should've seen what she did to my—" 

"She's not my sister, she's a vile... scheming... evil... she's a..." With that, Will keeled over in a 
dead faint before a very surprised Auntie Jean. 


Cal stood at the window of the darkened room. He peered down at the streets below, with their 
dotted lines of amber lampposts and sweeping cones of car headlights. Then, with foreboding, he slowly 


raised his head and looked up at the moon, its shining silver spread out against the icy sky. Not for the 
first time he struggled to grasp, to comprehend, the vast space that yawned before him, the likes of which 
he'd never before seen in his life. He gripped the windowsill, barely able to control the mounting sense of 
dread. The soles of his feet clenched involuntarily and almost ached with vertigo. 

On hearing his brother moan, Cal tore his eyes from the window and went to sit by the shivering 
form that was stretched out on the bed with just a sheet over it. 

"How's 'e doing, then?" Cal heard Auntie Jean's anxious voice as she appeared in the doorway. 

"He's a little better today. I think he's cooling down a bit," Cal said as he doused a washcloth in a 
bowl of water clunking with ice cubes and dabbed it to Will's forehead. 

"Do you want to get someone in to see 'im?" Auntie Jean asked. "E's been like this for a long time." 

"No," Cal said firmly. "He said he didn't want that." 

"Don't blame 'im, don't blame ‘im at all. I've never 'ad no time for quacks — or them shrinks, neither, 
for that matter. Once your in their clutches, there's no telling what—" She stopped short as Bartleby, who 
had been curled up asleep in the corner, woke with a protracted yawn, then ambled over and started to lap 
at the water in the bowl. 

"Stop that, you stupid cat!" Cal said, pushing him away. 

"E's just thirsty," Auntie Jean said, then assumed the most preposterous baby voice. "Poor puss, are 
you a liccle firsty?" She took hold of the astounded animal by the scruff of his neck and began to lead him 
toward the door. "You come with Mummy for a treat." 


A lava flow moves portentously in the distance, its heat so fierce on Will's exposed skin that he 
can hardly bear it. Silhouetted by the vertical wall of streaming crimson behind him, Dr. Burrows 
frantically indicates something sprouting out of a massive slab of granite. He shouts excitedly, as he 
always does when he makes a discovery, but Will isn't able to catch the words due to the deafening 
white noise intercut with the cacophonous babble of many voices, as if someone is randomly scanning 
the airwaves on a damaged radio. 

The scene shifts into close-up. Dr. Burrows is using a magnifying glass to examine a thin stalk 
with a bulbous tip that rises a foot and a half or so out of the solid rock. Will sees his father's lips 
moving, but can only understand brief snatches of what he is saying. 

",.. a plant... literally digests rock... silicon-based... reacts to stim-... observe..." 

The image cuts to extreme close-up. Between two fingers, Dr. Burrows plucks the gray stalk from 
the rock. Will feels uneasy as he sees it writhe in his father's hand and shoot out two needlelike leaves 
that entwine around his fingers. 

"...gripping me like iron... feisty little...," Dr. Burrows says, frowning. 

There are no more words, they are replaced by laughter, but his father seems to be screaming as 
he tries to shake the thing off, its leaves piercing his hand and threading straight through the flesh of 
his pam and wrist and carrying on up his forearm, the skin bruising, bruising and bursting open and 
becoming smeared with blood as they twist, interweaving in a snakelike waltz. They cut tighter and 
tighter into his forearm, like two possessed wires. Will tries to reach out to his father, to help him as he 
battles hopelessly against this horrific attack, as he fights his own arm. 

"No, no... Dad... Dad!" 


"Its all right, Will, it's all right," came his brother's voice from a long way away. 

The lava flow was gone. In its place was a shaded lamp, and he could feel the soothing coolness of 
the washcloth Cal was pressing against his forehead. He sat up with a start. 

"It's Dad! What happened to Dad?" he cried, and looked around wildly, unsure of where he was. 

"You're all right," Cal said. "You were dreaming." 

Will slumped back against the pillows, realizing he was lying in bed in a narrow room. 

"I saw him. It was all so clear and real," Will said, his voice breaking. He couldn't stem the flood of 
tears that suddenly filled his eyes. "It was Dad. He was in trouble." 

"It was just a nightmare.” Cal spoke softly, averting his eyes from his brother, who was now sobbing 
silently. 

"We're at Auntie Jean's, aren't we?" Will said, pulling himself together as he saw the floral 
wallpaper. 

"Yes, we've been here for nearly three days." 

"Huh?" Will tried to sit up again, but it was too much for him; he rested his head back against the 
pillow once more. "I feel so weak." 

"Don't worry, everything's fine. Your aunt's been great. Taken quite a shine to Bart, too." 


Over the ensuing days, Cal nursed Will back to health with bowls of soup or baked beans on toast 
and seemingly endless cups of oversugared tea. Auntie Jean's sole contribution to his convalescence was 
to perch at the foot of his bed and burble on incessantly about the "old days", though Will was so 
exhausted he fell asleep before she could bore him senseless. 

When Will finally felt strong enough to stand, he tested his legs by trying to walk up and down the 
length of the small bedroom. As he hobbled around with some difficulty, he noticed something lying 
discarded behind a box of old magazines. 

He stooped down and picked up two objects. Shards of broken glass dropped to the floor. He 
recognized the pair of buckled silver frames right away. They were the ones Rebecca had kept on her 
bedside table. Looking at the photograph of his parents, and then the one of himself, he slumped back onto 
the bed, breathing heavily. He was distraught. He felt as though someone had stuck a knife into him and 
was very slowly twisting it. But what did he expect from her? Rebecca wasn't his sister, and never had 
been. He remained on the bed for some time, staring blankly at the wall. 

A little later he got to his feet again and staggered down the hall into the kitchen. Dirty plates sat in 
the sink, and the garbage bin was overflowing with empty cans and torn microwave-ready food boxes. It 
was a scene of such carnage that he barely registered the plastic tops of the faucet, melted and brown, and 
the flame-blackened tiles behind them. He grimaced and turned back into the hall, where he heard Auntie 
Jean's gruff voice. Its tones were vaguely comforting, reminding him of the holidays when she would 
come to visit, chatting to his mother for hours on end. 

He stood outside the door and listened as Auntie Jean's knitting needles rattled away furiously while 
she spoke. 

"Dr. bloomin' Burrows... soon as I laid eyes on 'im, I warned my sister... I did, you know... you 
don't want to be getting 'itched to some overeducated layabout... I mean, I ask you, what good's a man 
who grubs around in ‘oles in the ground when there's bills to pay?" 

Will peered around the corner as Auntie Jean's needles stopped their metronomic clicking and she 
took a sip from a tumbler. The cat was looking adoringly at Auntie Jean, who looked back at him with an 
affectionate, almost loving, smile. Will had never seen this side of her before — he knew he should say 


something to announce his presence, but somehow he couldn't bring himself to break the moment. 

"I tell you, it's nice to 'ave you ‘ere. I mean, after my little Sophie passed on... she was a dog and I 
know you don't much like them... but at least she was there for me... that's more than you can say for any 
man I met." 

She held up her knitting in front of her, a garishly colored pair of pants, which Bartleby sniffed 
curiously. "Nearly done. In just a mo' you can try 'em on for size, my lovely." She leaned over and tickled 
Bartleby under the chin. He lifted his head and, closing his eyes, began to purr with the amplitude of a 
small engine. 

Will turned to make his way back to the bedroom and was resting against the wall in the hallway 
when there was a crash behind him. Cal was standing just inside the front door, two bags of dropped 
shopping spilling open in front of him. He had a scarf wrapped around his mouth and was wearing Mrs. 
Burrows's sunglasses. He looked like the Invisible Man. 

"I can't take much more of this," he said, squatting down to retrieve the groceries. Bartleby padded 
out from the living room, followed by Auntie Jean, a cigarette perched on her lip. The cat was wearing 
his newly knitted pants and mohair cardigan, both a strident mix of blues and reds, topped off with a 
multicolored balaclava from which his scabby ears stuck comically. Bartleby looked like the survivor of 
an explosion in a Salvation Army shop. 

Cal glanced at the outlandish creature before him, taking in the shocking display of colors, but didn't 
comment. He appeared to be in the depths of despondency. "This place is full of hate — you can smell it 
everywhere." He shook his head slowly. 

"Oh, it is that, love," Auntie Jean said quietly. "Always 'as been." 

"Topsoil isn't what I expected," Cal said. He thought for a moment. "And I can't go home... can I?" 

Will stared back as he searched for something to say to console his brother, some form of words to 
quell the boy's anxiety, but he was unable to utter a word. 

Auntie Jean cleared her throat, bringing the moment to an end. 

"Suppose this means you're all going?" 

As she stood there in her scruffy old coat, Will saw for the first time how very vulnerable and frail 
she seemed. 

"I think we are," he admitted. 

"Righto,” she said hollowly. She put her hand on Bartleby's neck, tenderly caressing the loose flaps 
of his skin with her thumb. "You know you're all welcome 'ere — anytime you want." Her voice became 
choked, and she turned quickly away from them. "And do bring kitty back wiv you." She shuffled into the 
kitchen, where they could hear her trying to stifle her sobs as she rattled a bottle against glass. 


Over the next few days, they planned and planned. Will felt himself growing stronger as he 
recovered from the illness, his lungs clearing and his breathing returning to normal. They went on 
shopping expeditions: an army surplus shop yielded gas masks, climbing rope, and a water bottle for each 
of them; they bought some olf flash camera units in a pawnshop; and, since it was the week after Guy 
Fawkes's night, several large boxes of remaindered fireworks for the local deli. Will wanted to make sure 
they were ready for any eventuality, and anything that gave off a bright light might come in useful. They 
stocked up on food, choosing lightweight but high-energy provisions so as not to weigh themselves down. 
After the kindness his aunt had shown them, Will felt bad that he was dipping into her grocery money to 
pay for it all, but he didn’t have any alternative. 

They waited until lunchtime to leave Highfield. They donned their now-clean Colonists' clothes and 


said their good-byes to Auntie Jean, who gave Bartleby a tearful cuddle; then they took the bus into 
central London and walked the rest of the way to the river entrance. 


Cal was still pressing a handkerchief to his face and muttering about the "foul gases" as they left 
Blackfriars Bridge and took the steps down to the Embankment. Everything looked so different in the 
daylight that for a moment Will had doubts they were even in the right place. With people bustling all 
around them on the walkway, it all seemed so fanciful to suppose that somewhere below them was an 
abandoned and primitive London, and that the three of them were going to go back down there. 

But they were in the right place, and it was only a short walk to the entrance of that strange other 
world. They stood by the gate and peered down, watching the brown water lapping lazily below. 

"Looks deep," Cal remarked. "Why's it like that?" 

"Duh!" Will groaned, thumping his palm against his forehead. "The tide! I didn't think of the tide. 
We'll just have to wait for it to go out." 

"How long will that be?" 

Will shrugged, checking his watch. "I don't know. Could be hours." 

There was no alternative but to kill time by pacing the backstreets around the Tate Modern and return 
to the bank every so often to check the water, trying not to attract too much attention in the process. By 
lunchtime they could see the gravel breaking through. 

Will decided they couldn't hang around any longer. "OK, all systems go!" he announced. 

They were in full view of many passersby on their lunch breaks, but hardly anyone took any notice of 
the motley-looking trio, eccentrically dressed and laden with backpacks, as they clambered over the wall 
and onto the stone steps. Then an old man in a woolly hat and matching scarf spotted them and began to 
shout, "Ruddy kids!" wagging his fist furiously at them. One or two people gathered around to see what 
the fuss was all about, but they quickly lost interest and moved on. This seemd to dampen the old man's 
outrage, and he, too, shuffled off, muttering loudly to himself. 

At the bottom of the steps, the water splashed up around the boys' legs as they galloped with all their 
might along the partially submerged foreshore, only letting up when they were out of sight under the jetty. 
Without any hesitation, Cal and Barleby clambered into the mouth of the drainage tunnel. 

Will paused for a moment before following. He took a last lingering look at the pale gray sky through 
the gaps in the planking and inhaled deeply, savoring his last breaths of fresh air. 

Now that he'd recovered his strength, he felt like a completely different person — he was prepared 
for whatever lay ahead. As if the fever had purged him of any doubts or weaknesses, he was feeling the 
resigned assurance of the seasoned adventurer. But as he lowered his eyes to the slow-moving river, he 
experienced the deepest pang of loss and melancholy, aware that he might never see this place again. Of 
course, he didn't have to go through with it, he could stay here if he chose, but he knew it would never be 
the same as before. Too much had changed, things that could never be undone. 

"Come on," he said, shaking himself from his thoughts and entering the tunnel, where Cal was 
waiting for him, impatient to get going. With a single glance, Will could read conflicting emotions in his 
brother's face: Although the anxiety was plain to see, there was also a hint of something else, a deep sense 
of relief brought about by the promise of an imminent return to the underworld. It was his home, after all. 

Although the circumstances had forced his hand, Will reflected on what a terrible mistake it had been 
to bring Cal with him to the surface. Cal would need time to adjust to Topsoil life — and that was one 
luxury they didn't have. Like it or not, Will's destiny lay in rescuing Chester and finding his father. And 
Cal 's destiny was inextricably bound to his. 

It irked Will that he'd lost so many days to the fever — he had no idea if he was too late to save 
Chester. Had he already been exiled to the Deeps or come to some unimaginable end at the hands of the 
Styx? Whatever the truth might be, he had to find out. He had to go on believing Chester was still alive; he 


had to go back. He could never live with that hanging over him. 

They found the vertical shaft, and Will reluctantly lowered himself into the pool of freezing water 
below it. Cal climbed onto Will's shoulders so he could reach the shaft, then shimmied up it, trailing a 
rope behind him. When his brother was safely at the top, Will knotted the other end of the rope around 
Bartleby's chest, and Cal began to hoist him up. This proved to be completely unnecessary because, once 
in the vent, the animal used his sinewy legs to scrabble up with startling agility. Then the rope was 
dropped for Will, who hauled himself into the shadows above. Once there, Will jumped up and down to 
shake off the water and warm himself. 

Then they slid down the convex ramp on the seats of their pants, landing with a thump on the ledge 
that marked the beginning of the rough stairs. Before proceeding, they carefully removed Bartleby's 
knitted clothes and left them on a high ledge — they couldn't afford to carry any dead weight now. Will 
didn't really have any idea what he was going to do once they were back in the Colony, but he knew he 
had to be completely practical... he had to be like Tam. 

The boys put on their army surplus gas masks, looked at each other for a moment, nodded an 
acknowledgment, and with Cal leading the way they began the long descent. 


The going was arduous at first, the stairs hazardous from the constantly seeping water and, farther 
down, the carpet of black algae. With Cal taking the lead, Will found he had very little recollection of 
their previous passage through, realizing that this must have been because the mysterious illness had 
already gotten a hold on him by then. 

In what seemed like no time at all, they had arrived at the opening to the cavern wall of the Eternal 
City. 

"What the heck is this? " Cal exclaimed the moment they walked out onto the top of the huge flight of 
steps, their eyes quickly sweeping down its dark course. Something was very wrong. Approximately a 
hundred feet below, the steps vanished from view. 

"That's what I believe they call a real pea souper," Will said quietly, his glass eyepieces glinting 
with the pale green glow. 

From their vantage point high above the city, they looked out on what appeared to be the undulating 
surface of a huge opaline lake. The thickest of fogs covered the entire scene, suffused by an eerie light, as 
if it were one immense radioactive cloud. It was very daunting to think that the vast extent of the huge city 
lay obscured beneath this opaque blanket. Will automatically scrabbled in his pockets for the compass. 

"This is going to make life a little difficult," he remarked, frowning behind his mask. 

"Why?" Cal retorted. His eyes crinkled behind his eyepieces as a broad smile spread across his 
face. "They won't be able to see us in all that, will they?" 

But Will's demeanor remained grim. "True, but we won't see them, either." 

Cal held Bartleby still while Will tied a rope leash around his neck. They couldn't risk him 
wandering off under these conditions. 

"You'd better hold on to my backpack so you don't get lost. And whatever you do, don't let go of that 
cat," Will urged his brother as they took their first steps in the fog, descending slowly into it, like deep- 
sea divers sinking beneath the waves. Their visibility was immediately reduced to no more than a foot 
and a half — they couldn't even see their boots, making it necessary to feel for the edge of each step 
before venturing to the next. 

Thankfully they reached the bottom of the stairway without incident, and at the start of the mud flats 
they repeated the black-weed ritual, wiping the stinking goo all over each other, this time to mask the 


Topsoil smells of London. 

Traversing the edge of the marshland, they eventually bumped into the city wall and followed it 
around. If anything, the visibility was getting even worse, and it took them forever to find a way in. 

"An archway,” Will whispered, stopping so abruptly that his brother nearly fell over him. The 
ancient structure briefly solidified before them, and then the fog closed up, obscuring it again. 

"Oh, good," Cal replied without an ounce of enthusiasm. 

Once inside the city walls, they had to grope their way through the streets, practically walking on top 
of each other so that they wouldn't become separated in the impossible conditions. The fog was almost 
tangible, sucking and rolling like sheets in the wind, sometimes parting to allow them the briefest glimpse 
of a section of wall, a stretch of water-sodden ground, or the glistening cobbles underfoot. The squelch of 
their boots on the black algae and their labored breathing through their masks sounded unnervingly loud to 
them. The way the fog was twisting and playing with their senses made everything feel so intimate and 
yet, a the same time, so removed. 

Cal grabbed Will's arm, and they stood stock-still. They were beginning to notice other noises all 
around them that weren't of their making. At first vague and indistinct, these sounds were growing louder. 
As they listened, Will could have sworn he caught a scratchy whispering, so close that he flinched. He 
pulled Cal back a couple of steps, convinced that they'd stumbled headlong into the Styx Division. 
However, Cal swore he hadn't heard anything at all, and after a while they nervously resumed their 
journey. 

Then from the distance came the bloodcurdling baying of a dog — there was no question about it this 
time. Cal tightened his grip on Bartleby's leash as the cat raised his head high, his ears pricking up. 
Although neither boy said anything to the other, they were both thinking the same thing: The need for them 
to get through the city as rapidly as they could had become all the more pressing. 

Creeping along, their hearts were pounding as Will referred to Tam's map and repeatedly checked 
his compass with his shaking hands in an attempt to fix their position. In truth, the visibility was so poor 
he had only the roughest idea where they were. For all he knew, they could be wandering in circles. They 
seemed to be making no headway at all, and Will was at his wits' end. What a great leader he was turning 
out to be! 

He finally brought them to a halt, and they huddled down in the lee of a crumbling wall. In low 
whispers they debated what to do next. 

"If we start running it won't matter if we come across a patrol. We can easily shake them off in this," 
Cal suggested quietly, his eyes darting left and right under the moisture-spotted lenses of his gas mask. 
"We just keep running." 

"Yeah, right," Will replied. "So you really think you could outrun one of those dogs? I'd like to see 
that." 

Cal humphed angrily in response. 

Will went on. "Look, we don't have a clue where we are, and if we have to make a run for it, we'll 
probably hit a dead end or something..." 

‘But once we're in the Labyrinth, they'll never catch us," Cal insisted. 

"Fine, but we've got to get there first, and for all we know it's still a long way off." Will couldn't 
believe his brother's absurd suggestion. It dawned on him that a couple of months ago he might have been 
the one advocating the crazy dash through the streets of the city. Somehow, he'd changed. Now he was the 
sober one, and Cal was the impulsive, headstrong youngster, chock-full of madcap confidence and willing 
to risk all. 

The furious whispered exchange continued, growing more and more heated until Cal finally relented. 
It was to be the softly-softly approach; they would inch their way to the far edge of the city, keeping the 
sounds of their footsteps to a minimum and melting into the fog if anyone, or anything, came close. 


As they stepped over hunks of rubble, Bartleby's head was jerking in all directions, scenting the air 
and the ground, when all of a sudden he stopped. Despite Cal 's best efforts to pull on the leash, the cat 
refused to move — he'd lowered his body as if he were hunting something, his wide head close to the 
ground and his skeletal tail sticking straight out behind him. His ears were pointing and twitching like 
radar dishes. 

"Where are they," Cal whispered frantically. Will didn't answer but instead reached into the side 
pockets of Cal 's backpack and yanked out two large firecrackers. He also took out Auntie Jean's little 
plastic disposable lighter from an inner pocket in his jacket and held it ready in his hand. 

"Come on, Bart," Cal was whispering into the cat's ear as he knelt beside him. "It's all right." 

What little hair Bartleby had was bristling now. Cal managed to draw the cat around, and they 
tiptoed in the opposite direction as if walking on eggshells, Will at the rear with the firecrackers poised in 
his hands. 

They followed a wall as it curved gently around, Cal feeling the coarse masonry with his free hand 
as if it were some incomprehensible form of Braille. Will was walking backward, checking behind them. 
Seeing nothing but the forbidding clouds, and coming to the conclusion that it was futile to try to place any 
reliance on sight in these conditions, he spun around only to blunder into a granite plinth. He recoiled as 
the leering face of a huge marble head reared out of the parting mist. Laughing at himself, he warily 
stepped around it and found his brother waiting only a few feet ahead. 

They had gone about twenty paces when the fog mysteriously folded back to reveal a length of 
cobbled street before them. Will hastily wiped the moisture from his eyepieces and let his gaze ride with 
the retreating margins of the fog. Bit by bit the edges of the street and the facades of some of the nearest 
buildings came into view. Both boys felt an immense flood of relief as their immediate surroundings were 
tantalizingly revealed for the first time since they had entered the city. 

Then their blood turned cold. 

There, not thirty feet away, only too real and horribly clear, they saw them. A patrol of eight Styx 
were fanned out across the street. They stood motionless as predators, their round goggles watching the 
boys as they dumbly looked back. 

They were like specters from some future nightmare in their gray-green striped long coats, strange 
skullcaps, and sinister breathing masks. One held a ferocious-looking stalker dog on a thick leather strap 
— it was straining against its collar, its tongue lolling obscenely out of the side of its monstrous maw. It 
sniffed sharply and immediately whipped its head in the boys' direction. The black pebbles of its beady 
eyes sized them up in an instant. With a deep, rumbling snarl it curled back its lips to reveal huge 
yellowing teeth dripping with saliva. Its leash slackened as it crouched down, preparing to pounce. 

But nobody made a move. As if time itself had stopped, the two groups merely stood and stared at 
each other in horrible, mute anticipation. 

Something snapped in Will's head. He screamed and spun Cal around, knocking him from his 
shocked inertia. Then they were running, flying back into the fog, their legs pumping frantically. They ran 
and ran, unable to tell how much ground they were covering through the shrouds of mist. Behind them 
came the savage barking of the stalker and the crackling shouts of the Styx. 

Neither boy had a clue where they were heading. They didn't have time to think, their minds frozen 
with blind panic. 

Then Will came to his senses. He yelled at Cal to keep going as he slowed to light the blue fuse ona 
huge Roman candle. Not really certain if he'd lit it, he quickly dropped it against a chunk of masonry, 
angling it in the direction of their pursuers. 

He ran ahead several feet, then stopped again. He flicked the lighter, but this time the flame refused 
to come. Swearing, he struck it desperately again and again. Nothing, just sparks. He shook it just like 
he'd seen the Grays do so often at school when lighting their illicit cigarettes. He took a deep breath and 


once again spun the tiny wheel. Yes! The flame was small but enough to ignite the fuse of the firecracker, 
an air-bomb battery. But now the snarling and barking and voices were closing around him. He lost his 
nerve and simply slung the firecracker to the ground. 

"Will, Will!" he heard up ahead. As he homed in on the shouts, he was furious that Cal was making 
so much noise, though he knew he would never have found him otherwise. Will was running at full tilt 
when he caught up with his brother and almost bowled him over. They were sprinting furiously as the first 
firework went off. It screamed out in all directions, its bright primary colors bleeding through the texture 
of the fog before it ended with two deafening thunderclaps. 

"Keep going," Will hissed at Cal, who had crashed headfirst into a wall and was acting a little 
stunned. "Come on. This way!" he said, pulling his brother by the arm, not allowing him any time to dwell 
on his injury. 

The fireworks continued, exploding fireballs of light high into the cavern or in low arcs that ended in 
the city itself, momentarily silhouetting the buildings like the scenery in a shadow play. Each iridescent 
streak culminated in a dazzling flash and a cannon-shot explosion, echoing and rumbling back and forth 
through the city like a raging storm. 

Every so often, Will stopped to light another firecracker, picking out Roman candles, air bombs, or 
rockets, which he positioned on pieces of masonry or threw to the ground in the hope of confusing the 
patrol as to their position. The Styx, if they were still following, would be bearing the brunt of this 
onslaught, and Will hoped that at the very least the smell of the smoke might put the stalker off their scent. 

As the last of the fireworks exploded in a cavalcade of light and sound, Will was praying he'd bought 
them enough time to reach the Labyrinth. They slowed to a jog to allow themselves to catch their breath, 
then stopped altogether to listen out for any sign of their pursuers, but there was nothing now. They 
appeared to have shaken them off. Will sat down on a wide step of a building that looked like it could 
have been a temple and took out his map and compass while Cal kept watch. 

"T've no idea where we are," he admitted, tucking the map away. "It's hopeless!" 

"We could be anywhere," Cal agreed. 

Will stood up, looking left and right. "I say we carry on in the same direction." 

Cal nodded. "But what if we end up right back where we started?" 

"Doesn't matter. We've just got to keep moving," Will said as he set off. 

Once again the silence crowded in on them, and the mysterious shapes and shadows appeared and 
softened as if the buildings were pulling in and out of focus in this invisible city. They'd made tortuously 
slow progress through a succession of streets when Cal came to a standstill. 

"I think it's clearing a little, you know," he whispered. 

"Well, that's something,” Will replied. 

Once again Bartleby stiffened and crouched down low, hissing as the margins of the fog rolled back 
before them. The boys froze, their eyes feverishly raking the milky air. 

As if veils were being lifted to reveal it, there, not twenty feet away, a dark, shadowy form was 
hunched menacingly. They both heard a low, guttural growl. 

"A stalker!" Cal gulped. 

Their hearts stopped with awful realization. They could only watch as it rose up, its muscular 
forelegs tensing into life as it pawed the ground, then began to move, accelerating forward at a 
bewildering speed. There was absolutely nothing they could do. There was no point in running; it was too 
close. Like an infernal steam engine, the black hound was pounding toward them, condensation spewing 
from its flaring nostrils. 

Will didn't have time to think. As he saw the dog spring, he dropped his backpack and shoved Cal 
out of the way. 

The stalker soared through the air and slammed heavily against Will's chest. Its clublike paws 


knocked him flat on his back, his head thwacking the algae-covered ground with a hard slap. Half stunned, 
Will reached up and grasped the monster's throat with both hands. His fingers found its thick collar and 
hung on to it as he tried to hold the brute away from his face. 

But the animal was just too powerful. Its jaws snapped at his mask, then caught on to it and bit down. 
Will heard the squeal of its fangs tightening on the rubber as the mask was crushed against his face, and 
then a pop as one of the eyepieces shattered. He smelled the putrid breath of the stalker, like warm, sour 
meat, as the animal continued to wrench and twist the mask, the straps behind Will's head stretched almost 
to the breaking point. 

Praying the mask would stay in place, he tried with all his might to turn his head away. The stalker's 
jaws slid off the wet rubber, but Will's success was short-lived. The dog pulled back slightly, then 
immediately lunged again. Screaming, and still hanging on to its thick collar with all his might, Will was 
barely managing to keep it away from his face, his arms at the very limit of their strength. The collar was 
cutting into his fingers — he couldn't believe how heavy the beast was. Time after time, Will whipped his 
head away, only just evading the snapping teeth, like the jaws of a powerful trap clapping shut. 

Then the animal contorted and twisted its body. 

One of Will's hands lost its grip, and with nothing to hinder it the animal quickly sought out a more 
rewarding target. It caught hold of Will's forearm and bit down hard. Will cried out from the pain, his 
other hand involuntarily opening and letting go of the collar. 

There was nothing to stop it now. 

The animal instantly scrabbled over him and sank its incisors into his shoulder. Amid the growling 
and biting he heard the cloth of his jacket rip as the huge teeth, like twin rows of daggers, penetrated and 
tore into his flesh. Will wailed again as the animal shook its head, snarling loudly. He was helpless, a rag 
doll being shaken this way and that. With his free arm, he punched weakly at the animal's flanks and head, 
but it was no use. 

Then suddenly the dog detached itself from his shoulder and reared up over him, its huge weight still 
pinning him down. As its frenzied eyes fixed on his, he could see its slathering jaws just inches from his 
face, strings of its drool dripping into his eyepieces. Will was aware that Cal was doing all he could to 
help; he was quickly lunging in to pummel and kick at the beast, then just as quickly pulling back. Each 
time he did this, the dog merely half turned to snarl at him, as if it knew Cal posed no threat. Its small, 
savage brain was fixed on only one thing; the kill that was completely and utterly at its mercy. 

Will tried desperately to roll over, but the creature had him pinned to the floor. He knew he was no 
match for this unstoppable hellhound that seemed to be made from huge slabs of muscle as hard and 
unyielding as rock. 

"Go!" he yelled at Cal. "Get away!" 

Then, from out of nowhere, a fleshy bolt of gray catapulted a the stalker's head. 

For one instant, it was as though Bartleby was suspended in midair, his back arched over and his 
claws extended like cutthroat razors just above the stalker's head. The next, he'd dropped, and there was a 
shocking frenzy of movement. They heard the wet slicing of flesh as Bartleby's teeth found their first mark. 
A dark fountain of blood was jetting over Will from a livid gash where the dog's ear had been. The beast 
let out a low-pitched yelp and immediately bucked and leaped off Will, Bartleby still clamped to its head 
and neck, blitzing it with bites and savage flesh-tearing slashes from his raking hind feet. 

"Get up! Get up!" Cal was shouting as he helped Will to his feet with one hand and retrieved his 
backpack with the other. 

The boys retreated to a safe distance, then stopped, compelled to stay and watch. They were rooted 
to the spot, transfixed by this brute battle between cat and dog as both writhed in mortal combat, their 
shapes melting together until they became an indistinguishable whirlwind of gray and red, punctuated by 
flashing teeth and claws. 


"We can't stay here!" Will yelled. He could hear the shouts of the approaching patrol, which was 
quickly homing in on the fight. 

"Bart, leave it! C'mere, boy!" 

"The Styx." Will shook his brother. "We have to go!" 

Cal reluctantly moved on, peering back to see if his cat was following through the mist. But there 
was no sign of Bartleby, only the distant hisses and yelps and screeches. 

Shouts and footfalls were now echoing all around. The boys ran blindly, Cal grunting with the effort 
of carrying both packs, and Will trembling with shock, his whole arm throbbing dully with pain. He could 
feel the blood streaming down his side and was alarmed to find that it was running over the back of his 
hand in small rivulets and dripping from the ends of his fingertips. 

Out of breath, the boys hastily agreed on a direction, hoping against hope it would take them out of 
the city and not straight back into the arms of the Styx. Once on the marshy perimeter, they would make 
their way around the edge of the City until they found the mouth of the Labyrinth. And if worse came to 
worst and they missed it completely, Will knew they would eventually comet to the stone staircase again 
and could quickly return Topsoil. 

From the sounds they were hearing, the patrol seemed to be zeroing in on them. The boys were 
dashing at full speed, but then they blundered into a wall. Had they inadvertently strayed down a blind 
alley? The terrible thought struck both of them at the same time. They frantically felt along the wall until 
they found an archway, its sides crumbled away and the keystone missing at its apex. 

"Thank God," Will whispered, glancing at Cal with relief. "That was close." 

Cal merely nodded, panting heavily. They peered briefly behind them before passing through the 
ruined archway. 

With lightning speed, strong hands grabbed them roughly from either side of the opening, yanking 
them off their feet. 


Using his good arm, Will lashed out with all the strength he could summon, but his knuckles just 
grazed ineffectually off a canvas hood. Their captor cursed sharply as Will followed with another blow, 
but this time his fist was caught and trapped in the iron grip of a huge hand, forcing him back effortlessly 
until he was pinioned against the wall. 

"That's enough!" the man hissed. "Shhh!" 

Cal suddenly recognized the voice and began pushing in between Will and his hooded assailant. Will 
was completely baffled. What was his brother doing? Feebly he tried to lash out again, but the man held 
him fast. 

"Uncle Tam!" Cal shouted joyously. 

"Keep it down," Tam rebuked. 

"Tam?" Will repeated, feeling all at once very stupid and very relieved. 

"But... how... how did you know we'd be...? Cal stuttered. 

"We've been keeping an eye out since the escape went off the rails," their uncle cut in. 

"Yes, but how did you know it was us? Cal asked again. 

"We just followed the light and the noise. Who else but you two would use those bloody fool 
pyrotechnics? They probably heard it Topsoil, let alone in the Colony." 

"It was Will's idea," Cal replied. "It sort of worked." 

"Sort of," Tam said, looking with concern at Will, who was steadying himself against the wall, the 
rubber of his mask scored with deep gouges and one of his eyepieces shattered and useless. "You all right, 
Will?" 

"I think so," he mumbled, holding his blood-soaked shoulder. He felt a little woozy and detached, but 
couldn't tell if this was because of his wounds or because of the overwhelming sense of relief that Tam 
had found them. 

"I knew you'd not be able to rest with Chester still here." 

"What's happened to him? Is he all right?" Will asked, perking up at the mention of his friend's name. 

"He's alive, at least for the time being — I'll tell you all about it later, but now, Imago, we'd better 
make ourselves scarce." 

Imago's massive form slipped into sight with unexpected fleetness, his baggy mask twisting furtively 
this way and that, like a partially deflated balloon caught in the wind, as he scrutinized the murky 
shadows. He swung Will's pack over one shoulder as if it weighed nothing, and then he was off. It was all 
the boys could do to keep up with him. Their flight now turned into a nerve-racking game of follow the 
leader, with Imago's shadow piloting them through the miasma and unseen obstacles while Tam brought up 
the rear. But the boys were so very grateful to be back under Tam's wing that they almost forgot their 
predicament. They felt safe again. 

Imago cupped a light orb in his hand, allowing just enough light to spill from it so they could 
negotiate the difficult terrain. They jogged through a series of flooded courtyards, then left the fog behind 
as they entered a circular building, racing at a staggering pace along corridors lined with statues and 
flaking murals. They slid in the mud on the cracked marble masonry until they found themselves hurtling 
up stairs of black granite. Climbing higher and higher, they were suddenly out in the open again. 
Traversing fractured stone walkways that had long sections of their balustrades missing, Will was able to 
look down from giddying heights and catch views of the city below between the meshing clouds. Some of 
these walkways were so narrow Will feared that if he hesitated for a second he might plunge to his death 
in the foggy soup that masked the sheer drops on either side. He kept going, putting his trust in Imago, who 
didn't waver for an instant, his unwieldy form driving relentlessly ahead, leaving little eddies of fog in its 


wake. 

Eventually, after haring down several staircases, they entered a large room echoing with the sound of 
gurgling water. Imago came to a halt. He appeared to be listening for something. 

"Where's Bartleby?" Tam whispered to Cal as they waited. 

"He saved us from a stalker," Cal said despairingly, and hung his head. "He never came after us. I 
think he may be dead." 

Tam put his arm around Cal and hugged him. "He was a prince among animals," he said. He patted 
Cal on the back consolingly before moving forward to confer with Imago in hushed tones. 

"Think we should lie low for a while?" 

"No, better to make a break for it." Imago's voice was calm and unhurried. "The Division knows the 
boys are still here somewhere, and the whole place'll be riddled with patrols in no time at all." 

"We keep going, then,” Tam concurred. 

The four of them filed out of the room and traveled along a colonnade until Imago vaulted over a low 
wall and slid down a slimy bank into a deep gulley. As the boys followed him, the stagnant water came up 
to their thighs, and thick fronds of glutinous black weed hampered their movements. They waded 
laboriously through, lethargic bubbles rising up and clumping together on the surface. Even though they 
were wearing masks, the putrid stench of long-dead vegetation caught in their throats. The gulley became 
an underground channel, and they were plunged into darkness, their splashes echoing around them until, 
after what felt like an eternity, they emerged into the open again. Imago motioned for them to stop, then 
scuttled up the side of the channel, squelching off into the fog. 

"This is a risky stretch," Tam warned them in a whisper. "It's open ground. Keep your wits about you 
and stay close." 

Before long, Imago returned and beckoned to them. They clambered out of the water and with sodden 
boots and pants crossed the boggy ground, the city finally behind them. They went up a slope and then 
seemed to reach a plateau of sorts. Will's spirits leaped as he spotted the openings in the cavern wall 
ahead. They had reached a way back into the Labyrinth. They'd made it. 

"Macaulay!" a harsh, thin voice called out. 

They all stopped in their tracks and wheeled around. The fog was patchier here on the higher ground, 
and through the thinning wisps they saw a lone figure. It was a single Styx. He stood there, tall and 
arrogant, with his arms folded across his narrow chest. 

"Well, well, well. Funny how rats always use the same runs..." he shouted. 

"Crawfly," Tam replied coolly as he pushed Cal and Will toward Imago. 

".,. leaving their grease and stinking spoor on the sides. I knew I'd get you one day; it was just a 
matter of time." The Crawfly uncrossed his arms and then snapped them like whips. Will's heart missed a 
beat as he saw two shining blades appear in the Styx 's hands. Curved and about ten inches long, they 
looked like small scythes. 

"You've been a thorn in my side for too long!" the Crawfly yelled. 

Will glanced at Tam and was surprised to see he was already armed with a brutal-looking machete 
he seemed to have conjured from nowhere. 

"It's time I righted a few wrongs," Tam said ina low, urgent voice to Imago and the boys. They could 
see the look of grim determination in his eyes. He turned in the direction of the Crawfly. "Get going, you 
lot, and I'll catch up to you," he called back to them as he began to advance. 

But the saturnine figure with swathes of fog curling around it didn't give an inch. Brandishing the 
scythes with an expert flourish and crouching a little, the Styx had the appearance of something horribly 
unnatural. 

"This isn't right. He's too bloody confident," Imago muttered. "We should make ourselves scarce." 
He drew the boys back protectively to one of the tunnel mouths of the Labyrinth as Tam closed in on the 


Crawfly. 

"Oh, no... no..." Imago drew in his breath. 

Will and Cal turned, searching for the source of his alarm. A mass of Styx had appeared through the 
mists and were spreading out in a wide arc. But the Crawfly held up one glinting scythe and they came to 
an abrupt halt a little distance behind him, swaying and fidgeting impatiently. 

Tam stopped, pausing for a moment as if weighing the odds. He shook his head just once, then drew 
himself up defiantly. He tore off his hood and took a large breath, filling his lungs with the foul air. 

In reply, the Crawfly yanked off his goggles and breathing apparatus, dropping them at his feet and 
kicking them aside. Tam and the Crawfly both stepped closer, then stopped. They faced each other like 
two opposing champions, and Will shuddered as he spotted the cold, sardonic smile on the thin face of the 
Styx. 
The boys held their breath. It had grown so deathly quiet in that place, as if all the sound had been 
sucked from the world. 

The Crawfly made the first move, his arms whipping over each other as he lunged forward. Tam 
jerked back to avoid the barrage of steel and, stepping to the side, brought up his machete in a defensive 
move. The two men's blades met and scraped off each other with a shrill metallic scream. 

With incredible dexterity, the Crawfly spun around as if performing some ritual dance, darting 
toward Tam and back again, slashing and slashing with his twin blades. Tam retaliated with thrusts and 
parries, and the two opponents attacked and defended and attacked in turn. Each sally was so blisteringly 
fast, Cal and Will hardly dared blink. Even as they watched, there came another salvo of silver and gray, 
and the two men were suddenly so close they could have embraced, the razor-sharp edges of their 
weapons grinding coldly against each other. Almost as quickly, they fell back, breathing heavily. There 
was a lull while each man's eyes remained fixed on the other's, but Tam seemed to be listing slightly and 
clutching his side. 

"This is bad," Imago said under his breath. 

Will saw it, too. Between Tam's fingers and down his jacket seeped dark ribbons of liquid, which 
looked more like harmless black ink under the green light of the city. He was wounded and bleeding 
badly. He drew himself slowly up and, apparently recovering, in a flash had swung his machete at the 
Crawfly, who sidestepped effortlessly and swiped him across the face. 

Tam flinched and staggered back, Imago and the boys saw the patch of blackness now spreading 
down his left cheek. 

"Oh my God," Imago said quietly, holding on to the boys’ collars so tightly that Will could feel his 
arms tensing as the fight resumed. 

Tam attacked yet again, the Crawfly whirling backward and forward, this way and that, in his fluid 
and stylized dance. Tam's swipes and thrusts were decisive and skillful, but the Crawfly was too fast, the 
machete blade time and time again meeting with nothing but misty air. As Tam was twisting around to face 
his elusive opponent, he lost his footing. Trying to straighten up, his boots were slipping hopelessly. He 
was off balance, in a vulnerable position. The Crawfly couldn't miss this opportunity. He lunged at Tam's 
exposed flank. 

But Tam was ready. He'd been waiting for this moment. He ducked forward and rose inside his 
opponent's guard, bringing up the machete in a flash, so smartly that Will missed the devastating slash to 
the Crawfly's throat. 

The air between the two combatants filled with dark spume as the Crawfly reeled back. The Styx let 
both of his scythes tumble to the ground and gave out a bloody, hissing gurgle as he clutched his severed 
windpipe. 

Like a matador delivering the killing blow, Tam stepped forward, using both his hands for the final 
thrust. The blade sank up to the hilt in the Crawfly's chest. He let out a bubbling hiss and grabbed Tam's 


shoulders to steady himself. He looked down with sheer disbelief at the rough wooden handle protruding 
from his sternum, then raised his head. For a moment they stood there absolutely motionless, like two 
statues in a tragic tableau, staring at each other in silent recognition. 

Then Tam braced one foot against the Crawfly and wrenched out his machete. The Styx teetered on 
the spot, like a puppet suspended by unseen wires, his mouth shaping empty, breathless curses. 

They watched as the mortally wounded man spluttered a last choking snarl at Tam and, tottering 
backward, collapsed to the ground in a lifeless heap. Excited whispers passed down the lines of Styx, 
who seemed paralyzed, unsure of what they should do next. 

Tam wasted no time in such hesitation. Holding his injured side and grimacing with the pain, he 
sprinted back to join Imago and the boys. This in turn mobilized the Styx, who scuttled forward to form a 
ring around the body of their fallen comrade. 

Tam was already leading Imago and the boys down a Labyrinth passage. But they had hardly gone 
any distance when he lurched to one side and sought out the wall for support. He was breathing hard and 
sweat was pouring off him. It streamed down his face, mingling with the blood from his lacerations and 
dripping from his bristly chin. 

"T'll hold them off," he panted, looking back at the tunnel opening. "It'll buy you some time." 

"No, I'll do it," Imago said. "You're wounded." 

"T'm finished anyway," Tam said quietly. 

Imago looked down at the blood welling out of the gaping flap on Tam's chest, and their eyes met for 
a fraction of a second. As Imago handed him his machete, it was clear the decision had been made. 

"Don't, Uncle Tam! Please come with us," Cal begged in a choked voice, knowing full well what this 
meant. 

"Then we'd all lose, Cal," Tam said, smiling wanly and hugging him with one arm. He reached into 
his shirt and yanked something from around his neck and pressed it into Will's hand. It was a smooth 
pendant with a symbol carved into it. 

"Take this," Tam said quickly. "It might come in useful where you're going." He let go of Cal and 
took a step away, but then grabbed hold of Will, his eyes never leaving the younger boy. "And watch out 
for Cal, won't you, Will?" Tam tightened his grip on him. "Promise me that." 

Will felt so numb that before he could find any words, Tam had turned away from him. 

Cal began to shout frantically. 

"Uncle Tam... come... come with us...!" 

"Get them away, Imago," Tam called as he strode back toward the mouth of the tunnel, and as he did 
so the full horror of the approaching Styx army hove into view. 

Cal was still calling Tam's name and showing not the slightest intention of going anywhere when 
Imago grasped hold of his collar and bundled him forcefully before him in the tunnel. The distraught boy 
had absolutely no choice but to do what Imago wanted, and his shouts immediately gave way to great 
howls of anguish and uncontrollable sobbing. Will received similarly rough treatment, with Imago 
repeatedly slapping him on the back to drive him forward. Imago only let up for the briefest moment as 
they rounded a sharp bend and he seemed to hesitate. The three of them, Will, Cal, and Imago, turned to 
catch a last glimpse of the big man, his outline dark against the green of the city as he held the two 
machetes in readiness at his sides. 

Then Imago pushed them on again, and Tam was forever lost from view. But burned onto their retinas 
was that final scene, that final picture of Tam standing proud and defiant in the face of the approaching 
tide. A single figure before a bristling field of drawn scythes. 

Even as they fled they could hear his urgent, shouted curses and the clash of blades, which grew 
fainter with every twist and turn of the tunnel. 


They ran, and Will held his arm tightly to his side, his shoulder throbbing painfully with each stride. 
He had no idea how many miles they'd traveled when, at the end of a long gallery, Imago finally slowed 
the pace to allow them to catch their breath. The width of the tunnels meant they could have walked side 
by side, but instead they chose to remain in single file — it gave them some solitude, some privacy. Even 
though they hadn't exchanged a single word since they'd left Tam behind in the Eternal City, each knew 
only too well what the others were thinking in the wretched silence that hung like a pall over them. As 
they plodded mechanically along in their mournful little column, Will thought how much like a funeral 
procession it felt. 

He just couldn't believe that Tam was really dead — the one person in the Colony who was so much 
larger than life, who had accepted him back into the family without a moment's hesitation. Will tried to get 
his thoughts into some sort of order and deal with the sense of loss and the hollowness that overwhelmed 
him, but he wasn't helped by Cal 's frequent bouts of muffled weeping. 

They took innumerable turns down lefts and rights, every new stretch of tunnel as identical and 
unremarkable as the last. Imago didn't once refer to a map but seemed to know precisely where they were 
going, muttering to himself under his mask every so often, as if endlessly reciting a poem, or even a 
prayer. Several times Will noticed that he would shake a dull metal sphere the size of an orange as they 
turned yet another corner, but he had no idea why Imago was doing this. 

It came as some surprise when Imago drew them to a halt by what appeared to be a small fissure in 
the ground and looked warily up and down the tunnel on either side of them. Then he started to agitate the 
metal sphere with vigor around the mouth of the fissure. 

"What's that for?" Will asked him. 

"It masks our scent," Imago answered brusquely and, tucking the sphere away, he unslung Will's 
backpack and dropped it into the gap. Then he lowered himself to his knees and squeezed headfirst into 
the opening. It was a tight fit, to say the least. 

For about twenty feet the fissure descended almost vertically, then it began to level off, narrowing 
even further into a tight crawl space. Progress was slow as Will and Cal followed behind, the sounds of 
Imago's grunting and wriggling reaching them from up ahead as he desperately struggled through, pushing 
Will's backpack before him. Will was just wondering what they would do if Imago got stuck when they 
reached the end and were able to stand again. 

At first, Will couldn’t make out much through his ruined mask, with one of its eyepieces shattered 
and the other fogged with condensation. It was only when Imago pulled off his mask and told the boys to 
remove theirs that Will saw where they were. 

It was a chamber, little more than thirty feet across and almost perfectly bell-shaped, with rough 
walls the texture of Carborundum. A number of small grayish stalactites hung down in the middle of the 
chamber, directly over a circle of dusty metal, which was set into the center of the floor. As they shuffled 
around the edges of the chamber, their boots scattered clusters of smooth spheres, which were dirty 
yellow in color and varied from the size of peas to large marbles. 

"Cave pearls," Will muttered, recalling the pictures he'd seen of them in one of his father's textbooks. 
Despite the way he felt, he immediately cast his eye around for any sign of running water, which would 
have been necessary for their formation. But the floor and walls appeared to be as dry and arid as the rest 
of the Labyrinth. And the only way in or out that Will could see was the crawl space they'd just come 
through. 

Imago had been watching him, and answered his unuttered question. 

"Don't worry... we'll be safe here, Will, for a while," he said, his broad face smiling, reassuringly. 


"We call this place the Cauldron." 

As Cal stumbled wearily to the far side of the chamber and slid down against the wall with his head 
slumped forward onto his chest, Imago spoke to Will again. 

"I should take a look at that arm." 

"It's nothing, really," Will replied. Not only did he wasn’t to be left alone, he was also too terrified 
to discover just how severe his injuries might be. 

"Come on," Imago said firmly, waving him over. "It could get infected. I need to dress it." 

Gritting his teeth, Will took a deep breath and, stiffly and awkwardly, removed his jacket and let it 
slide to the ground. The material of his shirt was firmly stuck to the wounds, and Imago had to work it free 
little by little, starting at the collar and gently peeling it back. Will watched queasily, wincing as several 
of the damp scabs were pulled off and he saw fresh blood well out and run down his already stained arm. 

"You got off lightly," Imago said. Will glanced at Imago's unsmiling face, wondering if he really 
meant what he was saying, as he nodded and went on. "You should count yourself lucky. Stalkers usually 
go for more vulnerable body parts." 

Will's forearm had some livid welts, and two semicircles of puncture wounds on both sides, but 
there was little or no bleeding from these now. He inspected the redness on his chest and abdomen, then 
felt his ribs, which only hurt if he inhaled deeply. No real damage there either. But his shoulder was a 
different matter altogether. The animal's teeth had sunk deeper there, and the flesh had been badly mauled 
by the shaking of the stalker's head. In places it was so raw and torn it looked like it could have been 
inflicted by a shotgun blast. 

"Eyshh!" Will exhaled loudly, turning his head away quickly as rivulets of blood seeped down his 
arm. "It looks awful." Now that he'd actually seen it, he tensed up and couldn't stop himself from 
trembling, realizing just how much his injuries were hurting him. For a moment all his strength deserted 
him, and he felt so very weak and vulnerable. 

"Don't worry, it looks worse than it is," Imago said reassuringly as he poured a clear liquid from a 
silver flask over a piece of cloth. "But this is going to sting," he warned Will, then set about cleaning the 
wounds. When he'd finished, he pushed the flap of his coat open and reached inside to unbutton one of the 
many pouches on his belt. He pulled out a bag of what looked like pipe tobacco and proceeded to sprinkle 
it liberally over Will's wounds, concentrating on the lacerations to his shoulder. The small, dry fibers 
stuck to the lesions, absorbing the blood. "This might hurt a little, but I'm nearly done," Imago said as he 
packed more of the material on top, patting it down so that it formed a thick mat. 

"What's that?" Will asked, daring to look at his shoulder again. 

"Shredded rhizomes." 

"Shredded what? " Will said with alarm. "I hope you know what you're doing." 

"T'm the son of an apothecary. I was taught to dress a wound when I was not much older than you 
are." 

Will relaxed again. 

"You don't need to worry, Will... it's been a while since I lost a patient," Imago said, looking 
askance at him. 

"Huh?" A little slow on the uptake, Will stared at him with alarm. 

"Only joking," Imago said, ruffling Will's hair and chuckling. But despite Imago's attempt to lighten 
the mood, Will could read the intense sadness in the man's eyes as he continued to tend to Will's shoulder. 
"There's an antiseptic in this poultice. It'll stop the bleeding and deaden the nerves," Imago said as he 
reached into another pouch and pulled out a gray roll of material, which he began to unwind. He bound 
this expertly around Will's shoulder and arm and, tying the ends securely in a bow, stood back to admire 
his handiwork. 

"How's that feel?" 


"Better," Will lied. "Thanks." 

"You'll need to change the dressing every once in a while — you should take some of this with you." 

"What do you mean, with me? Where are we going?" Will asked, but Imago shook his head. 

"All in good time. You've lost a lot of blood and need to get some fluids in you. And we should all 
try to eat something." Imago glanced across at the slumped form of Cal. "Come on. Get yourself over here, 
boy." 

Cal obediently heaved himself to his feet and wandered over as Imago sat his bulk down, his legs 
stretched out in front of him, and began to produce numerous dull metal canisters from his leather satchel. 
He unscrewed the lid of the first one and proffered it at Will, who regarded the sloppy gray slabs of fungi 
with unconcealed revulsion. "I hope you don't mind," Will said, "but we brought our own." 

Imago didn't seem to mind at all. He simply resealed his canister and waited expectantly as Will 
unloaded the food from his backpack. Imago fell upon it with evident relish, sucking noisily on slices of 
honey-roasted ham, which he held delicately in his dirty fingers. As if trying to make the experience last 
forever, he rolled the meat noisily around in his mouth with his tongue before chewing it. And when he 
did finally swallow, he half closed his eyes and let out huge, blissful sighs. 

In contrast, Cal hardly touched a thing, picking unenthusiastically — before withdrawing again to the 
other side of the chamber. Will didn't have much of an appetite, either, particularly after witnessing 
Imago's performance. He pulled out a can of Coke and had just started sipping it when he suddenly thought 
about the jade green pendant that Tam had given him. He found it in his jacket and took it out to examine 
its dull surface. It was still smeared with Tam's blood, which had congealed within the three indentations 
carved into one of its faces. He stared at it and ran his thumb across it lightly. He was certain he'd seen 
the same three-pronged symbol somewhere before. Then he remembered. It had been on the milestone in 
the Labyrinth. 


While Imago was working his way through a bar of plain chocolate, savoring each mouthful, Cal 
spoke from the other side of the chamber, his voice flat and listless. 

"I want to go home. I don't care anymore." 

Imago choked, spitting out a hail of half-chewed chocolate globs. He spun his head around to face 
Cal, his horsetail braid whipping into the air. "And what about the Styx?" 

"T'll talk to them, I'll make them listen to me," Cal replied feebly. 

"They'll listen, all right, while they're cutting out your liver or hacking you limb from limb!" Imago 
rebuked him. "You little idiot, d'you think Tam gave his life just so you could chuck yours away?" 

"IL... no..." Cal was blinking with fright as Imago continued to shout. 

Still holding the pendant tightly, Will pressed it to his forehead, covering his face with his hand. He 
just wanted everyone to shut up; he didn't need any of this. He wanted it all to stop, if only for a moment. 

"You selfish, stupid... what are you going to do, get your father or Granny Macaulay to hide you... 
and risk their lives, too? This is going to be bad enough as it is!" Imago was yelling. 

"I just thought—" 

"No, you didn't!" Imago cut him off. "You can never go back, d'you understand? Get that into your 
thick head!" Casting the rest of the chocolate bar aside, he strode to the opposite side of the chamber. 

"But I..." Cal started to say. 

"Get some sleep!" Imago growled, his face rigid with anger. He wrapped his coat tightly around him 
and, using his satchel as a pillow, he lay down on his side with his face to the wall. 


There they remained for the better part of the next day, alternately eating and sleeping with hardly a 
word passing between them. After all the horror and excitement of the past twenty-four hours, Will 
welcomed the opportunity to recuperate, and spent much of the time in a heavy, dreamless sleep. He was 
eventually woken by Imago's voice, and lethargically opened one eye to see what was going on. 

"Come over here and give me a hand, will you, Cal?" 

Cal quickly jumped up and joined Imago, who was kneeling by the center of the chamber. 

"It weighs a ton." Imago grinned. 

As they slid aside the metal circle in the ground, it was patently obvious Imago could have managed 
by himself and that this was his way of patching things up with Cal. Will opened his other eye and flexed 
his arm. His shoulder was stiff, but his injuries didn't hurt nearly as much as they had. 

Cal and Imago were now lying full-length on the ground, peering down into the circular opening as 
Imago played his light into it. Will crawled over to see what they were looking at. There was a well a 
good three feet across and then a murky darkness below it. 

"I can see something shining," Cal said. 

"Yes, railway tracks," Imago replied. 

"The Miners' Train," Will realized as he saw the two parallel lines of polished iron glinting in the 
pitch-blackness. 

They pulled back from the hole and sat around it, waiting eagerly for Imago to speak. 

"T'm going to be blunt, because we don’t have much time," he said. "You have two choices. Either we 
lie low up here for a while and then I get you Topsoil again, or—" 

"No, not there," said Cal right away. 

"T'm not saying it's going to be easy to get you there," Imago admitted. "Not with three of us." 

"No way! I couldn't take it!" Cal raised his voice until he was almost shouting. 

"Don't be so hasty," Imago warned. "If we did make it Topsoil, at least you could try to lose 
yourselves somewhere the Styx can't find you. Maybe." 

"No," repeated Cal with absolute conviction. 

Imago was now looking directly at Will. "You should be aware..." He clammed up, as if what he 
was about to say was so terrible that he didn't quite know how to put it. "Tam thinks" — he quickly 
corrected himself with a grimace — "thought that the Styx girl who passed herself off as your Topsoiler 
sister" — he coughed uneasily and wiped his mouth — "is the Crawfly's daughter. So Tam just killed her 
father back there in the City." 

"Rebecca's father?" Will asked in a nonplussed voice. 

"Oh, great," Cal croaked. 

"Why's that important? What does—" Will managed, before Imago cut him short. 

"The Styx don't leave be. They will pursue you, anywhere you go. Anyone who gives you shelter — 
Topsoil, in the Colony, or even in the Deeps — is in danger, too. You know they have people all over the 
surface." Imago scratched his belly and frowned. "But if Tam was right, it means that as bad as your 
situation was before, it's worse now. You're in the very greatest danger. You are marked now." 

Will tried to absorb what he'd just been told, shaking his head at the unfairness, the injustice of it all. 

"So you're saying that if I go Topsoil, I'm on the run. And if I went to Auntie Jean's, then..." 

"She's dead." Imago shifted uneasily where he sat on the dusty rock floor. "That's the way it is." 

"But what are you going to do, Imago?" Will asked, finding it impossible to grasp the situation he 
was in. 

"I can't go back to the Colony, that's for sure. But don't you worry 'bout me; it's you two that need 


sorting out." 

"But what should I do?" Will asked, glancing over at Cal, who was staring at the opening in the floor, 
and then back to Imago, who just shrugged unhelpfully, leaving Will feeling even worse. He was at a total 
loss. It was as though he were playing a game where you were only told the rules after you made a 
mistake. "Well, I suppose there's nothing Topsoil for me, anyway. Not now," he mumbled, bowing his 
head. "And my dad's down here... somewhere." 

Imago pulled over his satchel and rummaged inside it, fishing out something wrapped in an old piece 
of burlap, which he passed to Will. 

"What's this?" Will muttered, folding back the cloth. With so many thoughts racing through his head, 
he was ina State of confusion, and it took him several seconds to appreciate just what he'd been given. 

It was a flattened and solid glob of paper, which easily fit into his fist. With torn and irregular edges, 
it had evidently been immersed in water and then left to dry, the pieces clumped together in a crude 
papier-mpchi. He glanced inquiringly at Imago, who offered no comment, so he began to pick away at the 
outer layers, much as one might peel the desiccated leaves from an ancient onion. As he scratched at their 
furred edges with a fingernail, it didn't take him long to separate the pieces of paper. Then he laid them 
out to inspect them more closely under his light. 

"No! I don't believe it! This is my dad's writing!" Will said with surprise and delight as he 
recognized Dr. Burrows's characteristic scrawl on a number of the fragments. They were mud-stained and 
the blue ink had run, making very little of it legible, but he was still able to decipher some of what was 
written. 

"I will resume, " Will recited from one fragment, quickly moving on to the others and scrutinizing 
each of them in turn. "No, this piece is too smudged," he mumbled. "Nothing here, either," he continued, 
and "I don't know... some odd words... doesn't make any sense... but... ah, this says 'Day 15 !" He 
continued to scour several more fragments until he stopped with a jerk. "This piece," he exclaimed 
excitedly, holding the particular scrap up to the light, "mentions me!" He glanced across at Imago, a slight 
waver in his voice. "'If my son, Will, had, it says!" With a puzzled expression, he flicked it over to check 
the reverse side but found it was blank. "But what did Dad mean? What didn't I do? What was I meant to 
do?" Will again looked to Imago for help. 

"Search me," the man said. 

Will's face lit up. "Whatever he was saying, he's still thinking about me. He hasn't forgotten me. 
Maybe he always hoped that somehow or other I'd try to follow after him, to find him." He was nodding 
vigorously as the notion built to a crescendo in his head. "Yes, that's it... that must be it!" 

Something else occurred to him at that moment, deflecting his thoughts. "Imago, this has to be from 
my dad's journal. Where did you get it?" Will was immediately imagining the worst. "Is he all right?" 

Imago rubbed his chin comtemplatively. "Don't know. Like Tam told you, he took a one-way on the 
Miners' Train." Sticking a thumb in the direction of the hole in the floor, he went on. "Your father's down 
there somewhere, in the Deeps. Probably." 

"Yes, but where did you get this?" Will demanded impatiently, closing his hand over the scraps of 
paper and holding them up in his palm. 

"Bout a week after your dad arrived in the Colony, he was wandering around on the outskirts of the 
Rookeries and was attacked." Imago's voice became slightly incredulous at this point. "If the story's to be 
believed, he was stopping people and asking them things. Round these parts they don't take kindly to 
anyone, least of all Topsoilers, nosing about, and he got a good kicking. By all accounts, he just lay there, 
didn't even try to put up a fight. Probably saved his life." 

"Dad," Will said with tears welling in his eyes as he pictured the scene. "Poor old Dad." 

"Well, it can't have been too bad. He walked away from it." Imago rubbed his hands together, and his 
tone changed, becoming more businesslike. "But that's neither here nor there. You need to tell me what you 


want to do. We can't stick around here forever." He looked pointedly at each boy in turn. "Will? Cal?" 

They were both silent for a while, until Will spoke up. 

" Chester!" He couldn't believe that with everything else that had been going on, he'd completely 
forgotten about his friend. "Whatever you say, I've got to go back for him," he said resolutely. "I owe it to 
him." 

" Chester will be all right," Imago said. 

"How can you know that?" Will immediately shot back at him. 

Imago simply smiled. 

"So where is he?" Will asked. "Is he really all right?" 

"Trust me," Imago said cryptically. 

Will looked into his eyes and saw the man was in earnest. He felt a huge sense of relief, as if a 
crushing weight had been lifted from his shoulders. He told himself that if anyone could save his friend, 
then it would be Imago. He drew a long breath and lifted his head. "Well, in that case, the Deeps it is." 

"And I'm going with you," Cal put in quickly. 

"You're both absolutely sure about this?" Imago asked, looking hard at Will. "It's like hell down 
there. You'd be better off Topsoil; at least you'd know the lay of the land." 

Will shook his head. "My dad is all I have left." 

"Well, if that's what you want." Imago's voice was low and somber. 

"There's nothing for us Topsoil, not now," Will replied with a glance at his brother. 

"Okeydokey, it'd decided, then," Imago said, checking his watch. "Now try to get some shut-eye. 
You're going to need all your strength." 

But none of them could sleep, and Imago and Cal ended up talking about Tam. Imago was regaling 
the younger boy with stories of his uncle's exploits, even chuckling at times, and Cal couldn't help but join 
in with him. Imago was clearly drawing comfort from reminiscing about the stunts he, Tam, and his sister 
had pulled in their youth, when they had run rings around the Styx. 

"Tam and Sarah were as bad as each other, I can tell you. Pair of wildcats." Imago smiled sadly. 

"Tell Will about the cane toads," Cal said, egging him on. 

"Oh dear God, yes..." Imago laughed, recalling the incident. "It was your mother's idea, you know. 
We caught a barrel load of the things over in the Rookeries — the sickos there raise them in their 
basements." Imago raised his eyebrows. "Sarah and Tam took the toads to a church and let them out just 
before the service got underway. You should have seen it... a hundred of the slimy little beggars hopping 
all over the place... people jumping and shrieking, and you could hardly hear the preacher for all the 
croaking... burup, burup, burup." The rotund man rocked with silent laughter, then his brow furrowed 
and he was unable to continue. 

With all the talk about his real mother, Will had been trying his hardest to listen, but he was too tired 
and preoccupied. The seriousness of his situation was still foremost in his mind, and his thoughts were 
heavy with apprehension about what he'd just committed himself to. A journey into the unknown. Was he 
really up to it? Was he doing the right thing, for himself and his brother? 

He broke from his introspection as he heard Cal suddenly interrupt Imago, who had just started on 
another tale. "Do you think Tam might have made it?" Cal asked. "You know... escaped?" 

Imago looked away from him quickly and began drawing absently in the dust with his finger, clearly 
at a loss for words. And in the silence that ensued, intense sorrow flooded Cal 's face again. 

"I can't believe he's gone. He was everything to me." 

"He fought them all his life," Imago said, his voice distant and strained. "He was no saint, that's for 
sure, but he gave us something — hope — and that made it bearable for us." He paused, his eyes fixed on 
some distant point beyond Cal 's head. "With the Crawfly dead there'll be purges... and a crackdown the 
likes of which hasn't been seen for years." He picked up a cave pearl and examined it. "But I wouldn't go 


back to the Colony even if I could. I suppose we're all homeless now," Imago said as he flicked the pearl 
into the air with his thumb and, with absolute precision, it fell into the dead center of the well. 


"Please!" Chester whimpered inside the clammy hood, which stuck to his face and neck with his cold 
sweat. After they had dragged him from his cell and down the corridor to the front of the police station, 
they had pushed something over his head and bound his wrists. Then they'd left him standing there, 
enveloped in stifling darkness, with muffled sounds coming from all around. 

"Please!" Chester shouted in sheer desperation. 

"Shut up, will you!" snapped a gruff voice just inches behind his ear. 

"What's happening?" Chester begged. 

"You're going on a little journey, my son, a little journey," said the same voice. 

"But I haven't done anything! Please!" 

He heard boots grinding on a stone floor as he was pushed from behind. He stumbled and fell to his 
knees, unable to rise up again with his hands tied behind his back. 

"Get up!" 

He was hauled to his feet and stood swaying, his legs like jelly. He'd known that this moment was 
looming, that his days were numbered, but he'd had no way of finding out what it would be like when it 
did come. Nobody would speak to him in the Hold, not that he made much of an effort to ask them, so 
petrified was he of provoking any further retribution from the Second Officer and his fellow wardens. 

So Chester had lived as a condemned man who could only guess at the form of his eventual demise. 
He'd clung on to every precious second he had left, trying not to let them go, and dying a little inside as 
one after another they slipped away. Now the only thing he could find solace from was the knowledge that 
he had a train journey before him — so at least he had some time left. But then what? What were the 
Deeps like? What would happen to him there? 

"Move it!" 

He shambled forward a few paces, unsure of his footing and unable to see a thing. He bumped into 
something hard, and the sound around him seemed to change. Echoes. Shouts, but from a distance, from a 
larger space. 

Suddenly, there came the clamor of many voices. 

Oh, no! 

He knew without a shred of doubt exactly where he was — he was outside the police station. And 
what he was hearing was the baying of a large crowd. If he'd been frightened before, it was worse now. A 
crowd. The jeering and catcalls grew louder, and he felt himself being lifted under each arm and hoisted 
along. He was on the main street; he could feel the irregular surface of the cobbles when his feet were 
allowed to touch the ground. 

"I haven't done anything! I want to go home!" 

He was panting hard, struggling with his own saliva and tears, it sucked into his mouth with every 
inhalation. 

"Help me! Someone!" His voice was so anguished and distorted that it was almost unrecognizable to 
him. 

Still the crazed shouts came from all around. 

“TOPSOIL FILTH!" 

"STRING 'IM UP!" 

One repeated shout with many voices took form. It went over and over again. 

"FILTH! FILTH! FILTH!" 

They were shouting at him — so many people were shouting at him! His stomach churned with the 
stark realization. He couldn't see them, and that made it worse. He was so terrified he thought he was 


going to be sick. 

"FILTH! FILTH! FILTH!" 

"Please... please stop... help me! Please... please help me... please." He was hyperventilating and 
crying at the same time — he couldn't help it. 

"FILTH! FILTH! FILTH!" 

I'm going to die! I'm going to die! I'm going to die! 

The single thought pulsed through his head, a counterpoint to the repeated chant of the crowd. They 
were so close to him now — close enough that he could smell their collective stench and the foul reek of 
their collective hatred. 

"FILTH! FILTH! FILTH!" 

HE felt as if he were in the bottom of a well, with a vortex of noises and shouts and vicious laughter 
swirling around him. He couldn't take it anymore. He had to do something. He had to escape! 

In blind terror he tried to break free, struggling and twisting his body, convulsing against his captors. 
But the huge hands only gripped him even more savagely, and the rabble's cries and laughter reached 
fever pitch at this new spectacle. Exhausted and realizing it was futile, he moaned, "No... no... no... 
no..." 

A sickly, intimate voice came to him from so close that he felt the speaker's lips brush his ear. 
"C'mon now, Chester, pull yourself together! You don't want to disappoint all these good ladies and 
gentlemen, do you?" Chester realized it was the Second Officer. He must have been relishing every 
second of this. 

"Let them have a look at you!" said someone else. "Let them see you for what you are!" 

Chester felt numb... bereft... I can't believe this. I can't believe this. 

For a moment it was as if all the jeering and chanting and catcalls had stopped. As if he were in the 
eye of the storm, as if time itself had stopped. Then hands took hold of his ankles and legs, guiding them 
onto a step of some kind. 

What now? He was heaved onto a bench and shoved hard against its back, in a sitting position. 

"Take him away!" someone barked. The crowd cheered, and there were rapturous yelps and wolf 
whistles. 

Whatever he had been put on lurched forward. He thought he heard the plunging of horses' hooves. A 
carriage? Yes, a carriage! 

"Don't make me go! This isn't right!" he implored them. 

He began to gibber, his words making no sense. 

"You're going to get exactly what you deserve, my boy!" said a voice to his right, in an almost 
confidential tone. It was the Second Officer again. 

"And it's too good for you," came another he didn’t recognize from his left. 

Chester was now shaking uncontrollably. 

This is it, then! Oh God! Oh God! This is it! 

He thought of his home, and the memories of watching television on so many Saturday mornings 
popped into his head. Happy and cherished moments of normality with his mother in the kitchen cooking 
breakfast, the smell of food in the air, and his father calling from upstairs to see if it was ready yet. It was 
like another time, another century. 

I will never, ever see them again. They're gone... it's all gone... finished... forever! 

His head sank to his chest. He went limp as the stone-cold realization that it was all over spread 
through his whole body. 

I am FINISHED. 

From the soles of his feet to the top of his head he was filled with a crushing hopelessness. As if he'd 
been paralyzed, his breath slowly left his lips, pulling with it an involuntary animal sound, a half whine, 


half moan. An awful, dread-filled sound of resignation, of abandonment. 

For what seemed like an eternity, he didn’t breathe at all, his mouth gaping, closing, opening, like 
that of a stranded fish. His empty lungs burned from the lack of air until finally his whole body jerked. He 
sucked in a painful breath through the clogged wave of the hood. Forcing his head up, he let go a final cry 
of utter and final despair. 

"WWWWWWIHHHLLLLLL!" 


Will was surprised to find he'd dozed off again. He awoke, disoriented and with no idea how long 
he'd actually been asleep, as a dull, far-off vibration roused him. He couldn't pinpoint what it was, and in 
any case the cold, hard reality of the choice to go into the Deeps came flooding back to him. It was as if 
he'd awoken into a nightmare. 

He was Imago crouching by the well, inclining his head toward the sound, listening. Then they all 
heard it plainly; the distant rumbling grew louder with every second until it began to reverberate around 
the chamber. At Imago's direction, Will and Cal shimmied over to the opening in the floor and readied 
themselves. As they both sat with their legs dangling from the edge, beside them Imago was leaning his 
head and shoulders into the well, hanging down as far as he could. 

"Slows around the corner!" they heard him shout, and the noise grew more and more intense, until the 
whole chamber was vibrating around them. "Here she comes. Bang on time!" He pulled himself out, still 
watching the tracks below as he kneeled between the boys. 

"You're sure this is what you want?" he asked them. 

The boys looked at each other and nodded. 

"We're sure," Will said. "But Chester...?" 

"I told you, don't worry ‘bout him," Imago said with a dismissive smile. 

The chamber was shaking now with the sound of the approaching train, as if a thousand drums were 
beating in their heads. 

"Do exactly as I say — this has to be timed to perfection — so when I say jump, you jump!" Imago 
told them. 

The chamber filled with the acrid taint of sulfur. Then, as the roar of the engine reached a crescendo, 
a jet of soot shot up through the opening like a black geyser. It caught Imago square in the face, spraying 
him with smut and making him squint. They all coughed as the thick, pungent smoke flooded the Cauldron, 
engulfing them. 

"READY... READY...," Imago screamed, pitching the backpacks into the darkness below them. " 
CAL, JUMP!" 

For a split second Cal hesitated, and Imago suddenly pushed him. He dropped into the well, howling 
with surprise. 

"GO, WILL!" Imago screamed again, and Will tipped himself off the edge. 

The sides flashed past, and then he was out and tumbling into a vortex of noise, smoke, and darkness, 
his arms and legs flailing. His breath was knocked from him as he landed with a jarring crunch, and a 
pure white light burst around him, one he couldn't even begin to understand. Points of illumination seemed 
to be leaping over him like errant stars and, for the briefest of moments, he really wondered if he'd died. 

He lay still, listening to the percussive beat of the engine somewhere up ahead and the juddering 
rhythm of the wheels as the train picked up speed. He felt the wind on his face and watched the long 
wisps of smoke pass above him. No, this wasn't some industrial heaven; he was alive! 

He resolved not to move for a moment while he mentally checked himself over, making sure he didn't 


have any broken bones to add to his already burgeoning list of injuries. Incredibly, other than a few 
additional grazes, everything seemed to be intact and in working order. 

He lay there. If this wasn't death, what was the bright, fluxing light he still saw all around him, like a 
miniature aurora? He pulled himself up onto one elbow. 

Countless light orbs the size of large marbles were rolling around the gritty floor of the car, colliding 
and rebounding off one another in random paths. Some became trapped in the runnels in the floor and 
would dim slightly as they touched, until they became unseated and scampered off on their ways again, 
flaring into brilliance once more. 

Then Will looked behind him and found the remains of the crate and the straw packing, It all became 
clear. His fall had been broken by a box of light orbs, which had smashed open when he landed on it. 
Thanking his luck, he felt like cheering, but instead helped himself to several handfuls of the lights, 
stuffing them into his pockets. 

He got to his feet, bracing himself against the motion of the train. Although foul-smelling smoke 
streamed thickly around him, the loose orbs lit up the car to such effect that he was able to see it in detail. 
It was massive. It must have been nearly a hundred feet long and half that in width, much larger and more 
substantial than any train he'd ever seen Topsoil. It was constructed from slablike plates of iron, crudely 
welded together. The side panels were battered and rusted away, and their tops worn and buckled, as if 
the car had seen eons of hard use. 

He dropped down again and, his knees grinding in the grit on the floor, the movement of the car 
buffeting him around, he went in search of Cal. He came across several other crates made from the same 
thin wood as the one he'd landed on, and then, near the front of the car, he spotted Cal 's boot propped up 
on another line of boxes. 

" Cal, Cal!" he shouted, crawling frantically toward him. In the midst of a mass of splintered wood, 
his brother was lying still, too still. His jacket was splattered with a wet darkness, and Will could see 
there was something wrong with his face. 

Fearing the worst, Will shouted even louder. Not wanting to knock against Cal in case he was badly 
hurt, he clambered rapidly across the top of the crates alongside him. Dreading what he was about to see, 
he slowly held a light orb up to Cal 's head. It didn't look good. His face and hair were slick with a red 
pulp. 

Will reached out gingerly and was touching the watery redness on his brother's face when he noticed 
the broken green forms scattered around him. And there were seeds stuck to Cal 's forehead. Will drew 
back his hand and tasted his fingers. It was watermelon! At Cal 's side was another damaged crate. As 
Will shoved it away to make more room, tangerines, pears, and apples spilled out. His brother had 
evidently had a soft landing, smashing into crates of fruit. 

"Thank goodness," Will repeated as he shook Cal gently by the shoulders, trying to stir his limp form. 
But his head flopped lifelessly from side to side. Not knowing what else to do, Will took his brother's 
wrist to check his pulse. 

"Get off me, will you!" Cal yanked his arm away from Will as he sluggishly opened his eyes and 
moaned self-pityingly. "My head hurts," he complained, rubbing his forehead tenderly. He brought up his 
other arm and glanced bemusedly at the banana in his hand. Then he caught the fragrant smell of the lush 
fruit all around him and look uncomprehendingly at Will. 

"What happened?" he shouted over the din of the train. 

"Lucky duck, you fell in the restaurant car!" Will chuckled. 

"Huh?" 

"Doesn't matter. Try to sit up," Will suggested. 

"In a minute." Cal was groggy but otherwise appeared to be unharmed, except for a few cuts and 
bruises and a liberal dousing of melon juice, so Will crawled back over the crates and began to 


investigate. He knew he should be retrieving their backpacks from the cars in front of them, but there was 
no hurry. Imago had said it would be a long trip and, anyway, his curiosity was getting the better of him. 

"T'm going to..." he shouted over at Cal. 

"What?" Cal cupped a hand to his ear. 

"Explore," Will motioned. 

"OK!" Cal yelled back. 

Will scrambled through the weird sea of light orbs at the rear of the car and pulled himself up on the 
end panel. He peered down at the coupling in between the cars and the polished sheen of the well-used 
rails shooting hypnotically underneath. Then he looked across to the next car, only a few feet away and, 
without stopping to think, hoisted himself over the edge. With the motion of the train it was awkward, but 
he managed to reach across and straddle both end panels, then had no option but to jump. 

He dropped into the next car and rolled uncontrollably over the floor until he came to rest against a 
pile of canvas sacks. There was nothing much of note here except for some more crates halfway down, so 
he crawled to the back of the section and got to his feet again. He tried to see to the very end of the train, 
but the combination of smoke and darkness made this impossible. 

"How many are there?" Will shouted to himself as he went to clamber over the end wall. As he 
repeated the process over successive cars, he finally got the hang of it and found he could hop over and 
steady himself before he went tumbling. He was consumed with a burning curiosity to find the end of the 
train but at the same time wary about what he might come across there. He'd been warned by Imago that it 
was more than likely there'd be a Colonist in the guard's carriage, so he had to play it carefully. 

He'd dropped over the edge of the fourth car and was just crawling across a loose tarpaulin when 
something stirred beside him. 

"What the—" Terrified he'd been caught, Will drove his heel into the shadows as hard as he could. 
Off balance, the kick wasn't as effective as he'd hoped, but he definitely struck something under the 
tarpaulin. He readied himself to strike again. 

"Leave me alone!" a voice complained weakly, and the tarpaulin flew back to reveal a hunched form 
in the corner. Will immediately held up his light orb. 

"Hey!" the voice squeaked, trying to shield its face from the illumination. 

He blinked at Will, tearstains etched through the film of grime and coal smut on his cheeks. There 
was a pause and a gasp of recognition, and his face split into the broadest grin imaginable. It was a tired 
face, and had lost much of its healthy chubbiness, but it was unmistakable. 

"Hi, Chester," Will said, slumping down next to his old friend. 

"Will?" Chester cried, not quite believing what he was seeing; then, at the top of his lungs, he cried 
out again. "Will!" 

"Didn’t think I'd let you go by yourself, did you?" Will shouted back. Will realized now what Imago 
had had in mind. He knew Chester was to be Banished, sent to the Deeps on this very train. The sly old 
rogue had known all along. 

It was impossible to talk with all the noise from the speeding engine up ahead, but Will was content 
just to be reunited with Chester. Will grinned the widest of grins, luxuriating in a wave of relief that his 
friend was safe. He leaned back against the end panel of the car and shut his eyes, filled with the most 
intense feeling of elation that, finally, from the throes of the nightmarish situation he'd found himself in, 
something good had emerged, something had turned out right. Chester was safe! That meant the world to 
him. 

And to top it all, he was being borne toward his father, on the greatest adventure of his life, on a 
journey into undiscovered lands. In his mind, Dr. Burrows was the only part of his past life he could cling 
to. Will was determined that he would find him, wherever he was. And then everything would be all right 
again. They'd all be all right: he, Chester, and Cal, all together, with his father. This notion shone in his 


thoughts like the brightest of beacons. 

All of a sudden, the future didn't seem so daunting. 

Will opened his eyes and leaned toward Chester 's ear: "No school tomorrow, then!" he shouted. 

They both burst into helpless laughter, which was drowned out by the train as it continued to gather 
speed, spewing dark smoke behind it, carrying them away from the Colony, away from Highfield, and 
away from everything they knew, accelerating into the very heart of the earth. 


The gentle heat of the sun filtered down on a beautiful day early in the New Year, so balmy it could 
have been spring. Unobstructed by tall buildings, the perfect blue canvas of the sky was marred only by 
the specks of gulls falling and rising on thermals in the distance. If it hadn't been for the occasional 
intrusion of traffic swerving past on the canal-side road, one might have imagined it was somewhere on 
the coast, perhaps a sleepy fishing village. 

But this was London, and the wooden tables outside the pub were beginning to fill up as the lure of 
the fine weather became too tempting. Three dark-suited men with the anemic faces of office workers 
swaggered out through the doors and sat down with their drinks. Leaning over the table, each tried to 
outdo the other as they talked too loudly and laughed raucously, like squabbling crows. Next to them was 
a very different group, college students in jeans and faded ‘T-shirts who hardly made any noise at all. The 
were almost whispering to one another as they supped their beers and rolled the occasional cigarette. 

Alone on a wooden bench in the shade of the building, Reggie sipped his pint, his fourth that 
lunchtime. He felt slightly woozy, but since he had nothing planned for the afternoon, he'd decided to 
indulge himself. He took a handful of whitebait from the bowl beside him and munched on the little fish 
thoughtfully. 

"Hiya, Reggie," one of the barmaids said, her arms full of precariously stacked glasses as she 
collected the empties. 

"Hi there," he replied hesitantly, never very good at remembering any of the bar staff's names. 

She smiled pleasantly at him, then pushed open the door with her hip as she headed back inside. 
Reggie had been turning up on and off for years, but he had recently become a firm regular, dropping in 
nearly every day for his favorites, a bowl of whitebait or cod and chips. 

He was a quiet man who kept to himself. Other than the fact that he was overgenerous with his tips, 
what made him stand out from the run-of-the-mill customers was his appearance. He had the most striking 
white hair. Sometimes he wore it like an aging biker, braided into a bleached snake down his back, but on 
other occasions it ran wild, fluffed up like a newly shampooed poodle. He was never without his heavily 
tinted sunglasses, whatever the weather, and his clothes were arcane and old-fashioned, as if he had 
borrowed them from a theatrical costumer. Given his eccentric appearance, the bar staff came to the 
conclusion that he must be an out-of-work musician, a retired actor, or even an undiscovered artist, of 
which there were many in the area. 

He leaned back against the wall, sighing contentedly as a slim young girl with a pleasant face and a 
flowery cotton scarf over her head appeared. Carrying a rattan basket, she went from table to table, trying 
to sell little sprigs of heather with foil wrapped around their stems. It was a scene that could have been 
lifted from Victorian times. He grinned, thinking how quaint it was that street gypsies still peddled such 
innocent wares when all around the big companies were promoting their brands so relentlessly on the 
billboards. 

"Imago." 

The name drifted toward him as a breeze picked up and a battered car swerved recklessly around the 
corner, its wheels squealing. He shivered, and looked suspiciously at an old man as he struggled along the 
pavement with his walking stick. The man's cheeks were covered with spiky gray stubble, as if he'd 
forgotten to shave that morning. 

As the girl selling the heather brushed past with her basket, Imago looked away for the old man and 
studied the people at the tables again. No, he was just a little jumpy. It was nothing. He must have 
imagined it. 

He put the bowl of whitebait on his lap and helped himself to another handful, washing it down with 


some beer. This was the life! He smiled to himself and stretched out his legs. 

Nobody saw as he was thrown back against the wall by a sudden spasm and then pitched forward 
from the bench, his face locked into a grotesque contortion. As he hit the ground, his eyes swiveled up 
into their sockets and his mouth opened, just once, then closed for the last time. 

It was all over long before the ambulance arrived. Because he might have rolled off the stretcher, the 
two ambulance men decided instead to carry the rigid corpse, one on each side. The crowd of onlookers 
gasped at the spectacle, muttering among themselves as Imago's body, frozen like a statue in a sitting 
position, was manhandled into the back of the ambulance. And there was absolutely nothing the 
paramedics could do about the bowl still grasped in the corpse's hand, so tightly they couldn't lever it out. 

Poor old Reggie. A pretty insensitive bunch when it came to the welfare of their clientele, the bar 
staff were genuinely disturbed by his death. Particularly so when the kitchen was closed and several of 
them lost their jobs. They were later told there'd been an obscure lead-based compound in his food; it 
was a freak occurrence, a poisoned fish in a million. His body had simply shut down, his blood clotting 
like quick-setting cement due to overwhelming toxic shock. 

At the inquest, the coroner wasn't too forthcoming about the nature of the poison. Indeed, he was 
rather baffled by the traces of complex chemicals that had never been recorded before. 

Only one person, the girl watching the ambulance from across the road, knew the truth. She took off 
her scarf and threw it into the gutter, shaking out her jet-black hair with a self-satisfied smile as she put on 
her sunglasses and inclined her head toward the bright sky. As she walked away, she began singing softly, 
"You are my sunshine... My only sunshine..." 

She wasn't done yet... 
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"And I listened, and I heard 
Hammers beating, night and day, 
In the palace newly reared, 
Beating it to dust and clay: 

Other hammers, muffled hammers, 
Silent hammers of decay." 
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With a hiss and a clunk, the doors whisked shut, depositing the woman by the bus stop. Apparently 
indifferent to the whipping wind and the pelting rain, she stood watching as the vehicle rumbled into motion again, 
grinding the gears as it wound its way laboriously down the hil. Only when it finally vanished from sight behind the 
briar hedges did she turn to gaze at the grassy slopes that rose on either side of the road. Through the downpour 
they seemed to fade into the washed-out gray of the sky itself, so that it was difficult to tell where the one started 
and the other finished. 

Clutching her coat tightly at the neck, she set off, stepping over the pools of ramwater in the crumbling 
asphalt at the edge of the road. Although the place was deserted, there was a watchfulness about her as she 
scanned the road ahead and occasionally glanced back over her shoulder. There was nothing particularly furtive 
about this — any young woman in a similarly isolated spot might have taken the same care. 

Her appearance offered little clue as to who she was. The wind constantly flurried her brown hair across 
her wide-jawed face, obscuring her features in an ever-shifting veil, and her clothing was unremarkable. If anyone 
had happened by, they would most likely have taken her to be a local, perhaps on her way home to her family. 

The truth couldn't have been more different. 

She was Sarah Jerome, an escaped Colonist who was on the run for her life. 

Walking a little farther along, she suddenly strode up the verge and hurled herself through a parting in the 
briar hedge-row. She alighted in a small hollow on the other side and, keeping low, spun around so she had a 
clear view of the road. Here she remained for a full five minutes, listening and watching and animal-alert. But 
other than the beat of the rain and the bluster of the wind in her ears, there was nothing. 

She was truly alone. 

She knotted a scarf over her head, then scrambled from the hollow. Moving quickly away from the road, 
she crossed the field before her in the lee ofa loose stone wall. Then she climbed a steep incline, maintaining a 
fast pace as she reached the crest of the hill. Here, silhouetted against the sky, Sarah knew she was exposed and 
wasted no time in continuing down the other side, into the valley that opened out before her. 

All around, the wind, channeled by the contours, was driving the rain into confused, twisting vortices, like 
diminutive hurricanes. And through this, something jarred, something registered in the corner of her eye. She 
froze, turning to catch a brief glimpse of the pale form. 

A chill shot down her spine. 

The movement didn't belong to the sway of the heathers or the beat of the grasses... It had a different 
rhythm to it. 

She fixed her eyes on the spot until she saw what it was. There, on the valley side, a young lamb came filly 
into view, prancing a chaotic gambol between the tussocks of fescue. As she watched, it suddenly bolted behind 
a copse of stunted trees, as if frightened. Sarah's nerves jangled. What had driven it away? Was there 
somebody else close by — another human being? Sarah tensed, then relaxed as she saw the lamb emerge into 
the open once again, this time escorted by its mother, who chewed vacantly as the youngster began to nuzzle her 
flank. 

It was a false alarm, but there was little hint of relief} or of amusement, in Sarah's face. Her eyes didn't stay 
on the lamb as it began to scamper around again, its fleece fresh as virgin cotton wool, in marked contrast to its 
mother's coarse, mud-streaked coat. There was no room for such diversions in Sarah's life, not now, not ever. 
She was already checking the opposite side of the valley, scouting it for anything that didn't fit. 

Then she was off again, picking her way through the Celtic stillness of the lush green vegetation and over the 
smooth slabs of stone, until she came to a stream nestled in the crook of the valley. Without a moment's 
hesitation, she strode straight into the crystal clear waters, altering her course to that of the stream and sometimes 
using the moss-covered rocks as stepping stones when they afforded her a faster means through it. 

As the level of the water rose, threatening to seep in over the tops of her shoes, she hopped back onto the 
bank, which was carpeted with a springy green pad of sheep-cropped grass. Still she maintained the same 
unrelenting pace and, before long, a rusted wire fence came into view, then the raised farm track that she knew 
ran behind tt. 

She spotted what she'd come for: Where the farm track intersected the stream there stood a crude stone 
bridge, its sides crumbling and badly in need of repair. Her course beside the stream was taking her straight 
toward it, and she broke into a trot in her haste to get there. Within minutes she had arrived at her destination. 

Ducking under the bridge, she paused to wipe the moisture from her eyes. Then she crossed to the other 
side, where she held completely still as she studied the horizon. The evening was drawing in and the rose-tinged 
glow of newly lit streetlamps was just beginning to filter through a screen of oak trees, which hid all but the tip of 
the church steeple in the distant village. 

She returned to a point halfway along the underside of the bridge, stooping as her hair snagged on the rough 
stone above. She located an irregular block of granite, which was slightly proud of the surface. With both hands, 
she began to pry it free. It was the size and weight of several house bricks, and she grunted with the effort as she 
bent to place it on the ground by her feet. 

Straightening up, she peered into the void, then inserted her arm all the way to her shoulder and groped 


around inside. Her face pressed against the stonework, she found a chain, which she tried to pull down on. It 
was stuck fast. Tug as she might, she couldn’t move it. She swore and, taking a deep breath, braced herself for 
another attempt. This time it gave. 

For a second, nothing happened as she continued to pull one-handed on the chain. Then she heard a sound 
like distant thunder emanating from deep within the bridge. 

Before her, hitherto invisible joints broke open with a spray of mortar dust and dried lichen, and an uneven, 
door-sized hole opened before her as a section of the wall lifted back, then up. After a final thud that made the 
whole bridge quake, all was silent again except for the gurgle of the stream and the patter of rain. 

Stepping into the gloomy interior, she took a small key-ring flashlight from her coat pocket and switched it 
on. The dim circle of light revealed she was ina chamber some fifty feet square, with a ceiling that was 
sufficiently high to allow her to stand upright. She glanced around, registering the dust motes as they drifted lazily 
through the air, and the cobwebs, as thick as rotted tapestries, which festooned the tops of the walls. 

It had been built by Sarah's great- great- grandfather in the year before he'd taken his family underground for 
a new life in the Colony. A master stonemason by trade, he'd drawn on all his skills to conceal the chamber within 
the crumbling and dilapidated bridge, intentionally choosing a site miles from anywhere on the seldom-used farm 
track. And as to why exactly he'd gone to all this trouble, neither of Sarah's parents had been able to provide any 
answers. But whatever its original purpose, this was one of the very few places she felt truly safe. Nobody, she 
believed, would ever find her here. She pulled off her scarf and shook her hair free. 

Her feet on the grit-covered floor broke the tomblike silence as she moved to a narrow stone shelf on the 
wall opposite the entrance. At either end of the shelf were two rusty, vertical iron prongs, with sheaths of thick 
hide covering therr tips. 

"Let there be light," she said softly. She reached out and simultaneously tugged off both the sheaths to 
expose a pair of luminescent orbs, which were held in place on top of each prong by flaking red iron claws. 

From these glass spheres no larger than nectarines, an eerie green light burst forth with such intensity that 
Sarah was forced to shield her eyes. It was as if their energy had been building and building under the leather 
covers and they now reveled in their newfound freedom. She brushed one of the spheres with her fingertips, 
feeling its ice-cold surface and shuddering slightly, as if its touch conferred some sort of connection with the 
hidden city where such orbs were commonplace. 

The pain and suffering she had endured under this very light. 

She dropped her hand to the top of the shelf, sifting through the thick layer of silt covering tt. 

Just as she'd hoped, her hand closed on a small polyethylene bag. She smiled, snatching it up and shaking it 
to remove the grime. The bag was sealed with a knot, which she quickly unpicked with her cold fingers. 
Removing the neatly folded piece of paper from inside, she lifted it to her nose to sniff at it. It was damp and 
fusty. The message must have been there for several months. 

She kicked herself for not coming sooner. But she rarely allowed herself to check at fewer than six-month 
intervals, as this "dead mailbox" procedure held its dangers for all concerned. These were the only times that she 
came into contact, indirect as it was, with anyone from her former life. There was always a risk, however small, 
that the courier could have been shadowed as he'd broken out of the Colony and emerged on the surface in 
Highfield. She also couldn't ignore the possibility that he might have been spotted on the journey up from London 
itself, Nothing could be taken for granted. The enemy was patient, sublimely patient, and calculating, and Sarah 
knew they would never cease in their efforts to capture and kill her. She had to beat them at their own game. 

She glanced at her watch. She always varied her routes to and from the bridge, and she hadn't allowed 
much time for the cross-country hike to the neighboring village where she would catch the bus for the journey 
home. She should have been on her way, but her craving for news of her family was just too great. This piece of 
paper was her only connection with her mother, brother, and two sons — it was like a lifeline. 

She had to know what was in it. 

She smelled the note again. 

It was as if there was a distinctive and unwelcome smell to the paper, rising above the mingled odors of 
mold and mildew in the dank chamber. It was sharp and unpleasant — it was the reek of bad news. 

With a mounting sense of dread, she stared deep into the light of the nearest orb, fidgeting with the piece of 
paper while she fought the urge to read it. Then, appalled with herself for being so weak, she grimaced and 
opened it up. Standing before the stone shelf, she examined it under the green-tinged illumination. 

She frowned. The first surprise was that the message wasn't in her brother's hand. The childish writing was 
unfamiliar to her. Tam always wrote the notes. Her premonition had been right — she knew at once that 
something was amiss. She flipped the page over and scanned to the end to check the signature. "Joe Waites," 
she spoke aloud, feeling more and more uneasy. That wasn't right; Joe occasionally acted as the courier, but the 
message should have been from Tam. 

She bit her lip in trepidation and began to read, darting through the first lines. 

"Oh, no!" she gasped, shaking her head. 

She read the first side of the letter again, unable to accept what was there, telling herself that she must have 
misunderstood it, that it had to be some sort of mistake. But it was as clear as day; the simplistically formed 
words left no room for confusion. And she had no reason to doubt what it was saying — these messages were 
the one thing she relied on, a constant in her shifting and restless life. They gave her a reason to go on. 


"No, not Tam... not Tam!" she howled. 

As surely as if she had been struck, she sagged against the stone shelf, leaning heavily on it to support 
herself. 

She took a deep, tremulous breath and forced herself to turn over the letter and read the rest, shaking her 
head vehemently and mumbling, "No, no, no, no... it can't be..." 

As if the first page hadn't been bad enough, what was on the reverse was just too much for her to take in. 
With a whimper, she pushed away from the shelf and into the center of the chamber. Swaying on her feet and 
hugging herself, she raised her head to look unseeingly at the ceiling. 

All ofa sudden she had to get out. She tore through the doorway in a frantic haste. Leaving the bridge 
behind her, she didn't stop. As she stumbled blindly by the side of the stream, the darkness was gathering rapidly 
and the rain was still falling in a persistent drizzle. Not knowing or caring where she was going, she slid and 
slipped over the wet grass. 

She hadn't gone very far when she blundered straight off the bank and into the stream, landing with a splash. 
She lowered to her knees, the clear waters closing around her waist. But her grief was so all-consuming, she 
didn't feel their icy chill. Her head swiveled on her shoulders as if she was gripped by the most intense agony. 

She did something she hadn't done since the day she'd escaped Topsoil, the day she'd abandoned her two 
young children and husband. She began to cry, a few tears at first, and then she was unable to control herself and 
they gushed down her cheeks in floods, as ifa dam had been broken. 

She wept and wept until there was nothing left. Her face was set in a mask of stone-cold anger as she rose 
slowly to her feet, bracing herself against the surging flow of the stream. Her dripping hands tightened into fists 
and she threw them at the sky as she screamed a the top of her lungs, the raw, primeval sound rolling through the 


empty valley. 


2 


"No school tomorrow, then!" Will shouted to Chester as the Miners' Train bore them away from the 
Colony, hurtling deeper into the bowels of the earth. 

They erupted into hysterical laughter, but this was short-lived and they soon fell silent, happy just to be 
reunited. As the steam engine hammered along the rails, they didn't move from the bed of the massive, open- 
topped train car where Will had discovered Chester hiding under a tarpaulin. 

After several minutes, Will drew his legs up in front of him and rubbed his knee, which still hurt from the 
rather haphazard landing on the train some miles back. Noticing this, Chester shot him a questioning look, to 
which Will gave his friend the thumbs-up and nodded enthusiastically. 

"How did you get here?" Chester shouted, trying to make himself heard over the din of the train. 

"Cal and me," Will yelled back, pointing over his shoulder to indicate the front of the train, where he'd left his 
brother. Then Will waved upward to the tunnel roof flashing over them, "...jumped... Imago helped us." 

"Huh?" 

"Imago helped us!" Will repeated. 

"Imago? What's that?" Chester shouted even louder, cupping his hand over his ear. 

"Doesn't matter," Will mouthed, shaking his head slowly and wishing that they could both lip-read. He gave 
his friend a grin and shouted, "Just brilliant you're OK!" 

He wanted to give Chester the impression there was nothing to be worried about, although his mind was 
clouded with concern for the future. He wondered if his friend was even aware that they were headed for the 
Deeps, a place the people of the Colony spoke of with dread. 

Will swiveled his head around to peer at the end panel behind him. From what he'd seen so far, the train 
and each of the freight cars it was pulling were on a scale several times larger than anything he'd ever encountered 
on the surface. He wasn't looking forward to the journey back to where his brother was waiting. Getting here 
had been no mean feat: Will knew that even the smallest misjudgment might have meant that he'd have slipped 
onto the track below and most probably been mashed by the giant wheels that ground and sparked on the thick 
rails. The thought alone was terrifying. He took a deep breath. 

"Ready to go?" he shouted to Chester. 

His friend nodded and rose uncertainly to his feet. Clinging to the end of the car, he braced himself against 
the incessant seesawing as the train wove around several bends in the tunnel. 

He was dressed in the short coat and thick pants that were the usual garb in the Colony, but as the coat 
flapped open, Will was dismayed by what he saw. 

Chester had been nicknamed Chester Drawers at school for his imposing physique, but, looking at him now, 
he seemed to have wasted away. His face was gaunter and his body had lost much of its bulk. Incredible as it 
seemed to Will right then, his formerly hefty friend now appeared to be almost frail. Will labored under no 
illusions as to how appalling the conditions in the Hold were. It wasn't long after he and Chester had first 
stumbled onto the subterranean world that they'd been caught by a Colonist policeman and thrust into one of the 


dark, airless prison cells. But Will had only been held there for about a fortnight — Chester had suffered a 
considerably longer ordeal. Months of tt. 

Will caught himself staring at his friend and quickly averted his eyes. He was racked with guilt, knowing that 
he was to blame for everything Chester had endured. He, and only he, had been responsible for dragging Chester 
into all this, driven by his impulsiveness and his single-minded determination to find his missing father. 

Chester said something, but Will didn't catch a word of it, studying his friend under the illumination cast by 
the light orb in his hand as he tried to read his thoughts. Every exposed inch of Chester's face was pasted with a 
layer of filth from the sulfurous smoke constantly streaming past them. It was so thick that it looked like one big 
smudge broken only by the whites of his eyes. 

From what little Will could see, Chester certainly wasn't a picture of health. In among the dirt mask were 
raised purple blotches, some with a hint of redness where the skin appeared to be broken. His hair, grown so 
long it was beginning to curl at the ends, was greasy and stuck to the sides of his head. And from the way 
Chester was looking back at him, Will assumed that his own appearance was equally shocking. 

He self-consciously ran a hand through his white, dirt-streaked hair, which hadn't been cut for many months. 

But there were more important things to attend to right now. Moving to the end of the car, Will was about 
to hoist himselfup when he stopped and turned to his friend. Chester was extremely unsteady on his feet, 
although it was difficult to tell how much of this was due to the irregular swaying of the train. 

"You up for this?" Will shouted. 

Chester nodded halfheartedly. 

"Sure?" Will shouted again. 

"Yes!" Chester yelled back, nodding a little more vigorously this time. 

But the process of crossing from car to car was a fraught undertaking, and after each one Chester needed to 
recover for longer and longer periods. Making the maneuver that much more difficult, the train seemed to be 
picking up speed. It was as if the boys were battling a force ten gale, their faces pulled back and their lungs filling 
with the putrid smoke whenever they drew breath. Added to this was the hazard of burning ash, pieces of which 
flared just over their heads like supercharged fireflies. Indeed, as the train continued to accelerate, there seemed 
to be so much of this carried in the slipstream that an orange glow pervaded the murky gloom around them. At 
least it meant Will didn't need to use his light orb. 

As the two boys moved up the line of train cars, their progress was slow. Chester was finding it a challenge 
to keep on his feet, despite using the sides of the car to steady himself as he went. Before very long there was no 
hiding the fact that he couldn't cope. He dropped to all fours and it was all he could do to crawl sluggishly behind 
Will, his head hung low. Not about to stand by and let his friend struggle along like this, Will brushed aside 
Chester's protestations, forced an arm around his waist, and helped him up. 

It took an enormous effort to manhandle Chester over the remaining end sections, and Will had to help him 
every inch of the way. Any miscalculation would have one or both of them falling under the massive wheels. 

When he saw that they had one more car to go, Will was beyond relieved — he sincerely doubted he had it 
left in him to lug his friend very much farther. As he held on to Chester, they both reached across to the end panel 
of the last car, grabbing hold of tt. 

Will took several deep breaths, preparing himself: Chester was moving his limbs feebly, as if he hardly had 
any control over them. By now Will was supporting Chester's full weight and barely managing. The maneuver 
was difficult enough in itself, but attempting it with the equivalent ofa giant sack of potatoes slung under one arm 
risked trying too much. Will mustered all his remaining strength and hauled his friend along with him. With much 
grunting and straining, they eventually made it over, collapsing in a heap on the bed of the next car. 

They were immediately bathed in copious light. Numerous orbs the size of large marbles rolled loosely 
around the floor. They had spilled out ofa flimsy crate that had cushioned Will's landing when he'd first dropped 
into the train. Will had already tucked a number of these into his pockets. 

But at present he had his hands full as he heaved his ailing friend to his feet. With his arm hooked around 
Chester, Will kicked at any orbs in his path so that he wouldn't lose his footing. These zipped around chaotically, 
leaving streaks of light in their wake and colliding with other spheres, which themselves were then set into motion, 
as ifa chain reaction had been started. 

Will heaved for breath, feeling the effects of the exertion as they covered the short distance they had yet to 
go. Even if Chester had lost a lot of weight, he was by no means an easy burden. Stumbling and tripping, and 
enveloped by the intense swirling light, Will looked for all the world like a soldier helping his wounded comrade 
back to the lines as an enemy flare caught them out in no-man's land. 

Chester seemed to barely register what was around him. The sweat poured from his forehead in rivulets, 
washing streaks into the grime coating his face. Will could feel his friend's body trembling violently against his as 
he panted short, shallow breaths. 

"Not far now," he said into Chester's ear, urging him to keep going as they came to a section of the car 
where wooden crates were stacked. "Cal's just up here." 

The boy was sitting with his back to them as they approached. He hadn't moved from between the 
splintered crates where Will had left him. Several years younger than Will, his newfound brother bore an uncanny 
resemblance to him. Cal was also an albino and had the same white hair and wide cheekbones they'd both 
inherited from the mother neither of them had ever known. But now Cal's head was hunched over and his 


features hidden as he tenderly rubbed the nape of his neck. He hadn't been quite as fortunate as Will when he'd 
fallen into the moving train. 

Will helped Chester over to a crate, where his friend slumped down heavily. Approaching his brother, Will 
tapped him lightly on the shoulder, hoping he wasn't going to give him too much ofa shock. They had been told 
by Imago to keep their wits about them, as there were Colonists on the train. But Will needn't have been 
concerned about alarming his brother; Cal was so preoccupied by his aches and pains that he barely reacted at 
all. It was only after some seconds, and a few inaudible grumbles, that he finally turned around, still kneading his 
neck. 

"Cal, I found him! I found Chester!" Will yelled, his words all but drowned out by the noise of the train. 
Cal's and Chester's eyes met, but neither spoke, being too far apart for any sort of exchange. Although they had 
been introduced very briefly before, it had been under the worst of circumstances, with the Styx snapping at their 
heels. There had been no time for any niceties. 

They looked away from each other and Chester lowered himself from the crate onto the freight bed, where 
he cradled his head in his hands. The trek he and Will had just made down the train had sapped all his remaining 
strength. Cal went back to massaging his neck. He didn’t appear to be the least bit surprised that Chester was 
on the train. Or perhaps he simply didn't care. 

Will shrugged. "What a pair of wrecks!" he said in a normal voice, so that neither of them would hear him 
above the mechanical roar. But as he began to think about the future again, his anxiety returned, as if something 
were gnawing away at his insides. 

From all accounts, they were destined for a place that even the Colonists spoke of with a hushed reverence. 
Indeed, it was one of the worst punishments imaginable for a Colonist to be "Banished" and expelled there, into 
the savage wasteland known as the Deeps. And the Colonists were a phenomenally hardy race, who had 
endured the toughest living conditions for centuries in their subterranean world. So how were they going to fare? 
Will had no doubt that they were going to be put to the test again, all three of them. And there was no escaping 
the fact that neither his brother nor his friend was up to facing any challenges. Not right now. 

Flexing his arm and feeling the stiffness in it, Will put his hand under his jacket to probe the bite on his 
shoulder. He'd been mauled by a stalker, one of the ferocious attack dogs used by the Styx, and even though the 
injuries had been tended to, he wasn't in great shape, either. He automatically glanced at the crates of fresh fruit 
around them. At least they had ample food to keep up their strength. But other than that, they were hardly well 
prepared. 

The responsibility was immense, as if large weights had been placed on his shoulders and there was no way 
to shake free of them. He'd involved Chester and Cal in this wild goose chase to search for his father, who even 
now was somewhere in the unknown lands they were nearing with every twist and turn of these winding tunnels. 
That was, if Dr. Burrows was still alive... Will shook his head. 

No! 

He couldn't let himself think like that. He had to go on believing he'd be reunited with his father, and then 
everything would be all right, just as he dreamed it would. The four of them — Dr. Burrows, Chester, Cal and 
him — working as a team, discovering unimaginable and wondrous things... lost civilizations... maybe new life 
forms... and then... then what? 

He hadn't the foggiest idea. 

Will couldn't see that far ahead, see how all this would pan out. He just knew that somehow, there would 
be a happy outcome, and finding his father was the key. 

It had to be. 
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From different points around the floor, the sewing machines rattled and the steam hissed back their 
responses, as if they were trying to communicate with each other. 

Where Sarah was sitting, the piping tones ofa radio station, forever present in the background, were trying 
vainly to break through the mechanical din. Depressing the pedal with her foot, she whirred her machine into life, 
and it threw a thread into the fabric. Everyone on the floor was working flat out, as there was a rush on to get the 
clothes ready for the next day. 

Sarah heard someone shouting and looked up — a woman was winding her way between the workbenches 
toward her companions, who were waiting by the exit. As she joined them, they chatted noisily, like a gaggle of 
overexcited geese, then pushed their way through the swinging doors. 

As the doors flapped shut behind them, Sarah peered up at the dirty panes of the tall factory windows. She 
could see clouds gathering, making it as dark as early evening although it was only midday. There were still quite 
a number of other women on the factory floor, each of them isolated under a cone of illumination from their 
overhead light as they doggedly toiled away. 

Sarah punched the button under her bench to turn off her machine and, snatching up her coat and bag, tore 


toward the doorway. She slipped through the swinging doors, then swept down the corridor. Through the 
window to his office, she could see the floor manager's plump back as he sat hunched over his desk, engrossed in 
his newspaper. Sarah should have told him she was leaving, but she had a train to catch and, besides, the fewer 
people who knew she'd left, the better. 

Once outside, she scanned the sidewalks for anyone who didn't fit. It was an automatic gesture; she wasn't 
even aware she was doing it. Her instincts told her it was safe, and she forged down the hill, branching off the 
main road to take a far more circuitous route. 

After so many years of moving from job to job every few months and varying her accommodation with 
similar regularity, she lived like a ghost, among the invisible people, the illegal immigrants and petty criminals. But 
although she was an immigrant of sorts, too, she was no criminal. Other than the several false identities she'd 
acquired over the years, she would have never dreamed of breaking the law, not even if she was desperate for 
money. No, that brought with it the risk of arrest and of being caught up in the system. Of leaving a trace that 
could be detected. And that was not an option, because the first thirty years of Sarah's life were not what would 
have been expected. 

She'd been born underground, in the Colony. Her great-great- grandfather, along with several hundred other 
men, had been handpicked to work on the hidden city, swearing allegiance to Sir Gabriel Martineau, a man they 
believed was their savior. 

Sir Gabriel had told his willing followers that, on an unspecified day in the future, the corrupt world would be 
wiped clean by an angry and vengeful god. All the people who inhabited the surface, the Topsoilers, would be 
exterminated, and then his flock, the pure people, would return to their rightful home. 

And Sarah feared what her ancestors feared — the Styx. These religious police enforced order in the 
Colony with a brutal, single-minded efficiency. Years ago, against all odds, Sarah had escaped from the Colony, 
and the Styx would stop at nothing to capture and make an example of her. 

She entered a square and walked a full circuit of it, checking that she hadn't been followed. Before she 
made her way back to the main road, she ducked behind a parked van. 

It was a very different-looking person who stepped out from behind the van moments later. She had 
reversed her coat to change it from the green check to a dull gray fabric and had knotted a black scarf around her 
head. She covered the remaining distance to the train station, her clothes almost rendering her invisible against the 
grimy façades of the shops and office buildings she was passing, as if she were a human chameleon. 

She looked up as she caught the first sounds of an approaching train. She smiled — her timing was perfect. 


As Chester and Cal slept, Will took stock of their situation. 

Glancing around the train car, he realized that therr first priority was concealment. He thought it highly 
unlikely that any of the Colonists would conduct any sort of search while the train was moving. However, if it did 
happen to stop, then he, Chester, and Cal had to be prepared. But what could he do? There wasn't much to 
work with; he decided that rearranging the undamaged crates would be their best bet. He set about dragging 
them around the slumbering forms of Cal and Chester, stacking them one upon the other, to build a makeshift 
blind with enough room for the three of them in the middle. 

As he was doing this, Will observed that the car in front had higher sides to it than theirs — indeed, than any 
of the other cars he'd clambered over on his earlier expedition when he'd found Chester. Imago, whether by luck 
or design, had dropped them into a relatively sheltered spot where they had a degree of protection from the 
smoke and soot flung out by the engine up ahead. 

Will hefted the last crate into place and stood back to admire his handiwork, his mind already moving on to 
their next priority: water. They could get by on the fruit, but they would really need something to drink before 
long, and it would also be good to have the provisions he and Cal had bought Topsoil. That meant someone was 
going to have to venture forward to retrieve their rucksacks from the cars up ahead where Imago had dropped 
them. And Will knew that someone would be him. 

Balancing himself with his arms outstretched, as ifhe were on the deck ofa ship in choppy water, he stared 
at the wall of iron he was going to have to climb. He raised his eyes to the very top of it, which was clearly 
silhouetted by the orange glow from the little pieces of burning ash racing overhead. He estimated it was about 
fifteen feet high — almost twice the height of the end sections he'd clambered over before. 

"Come on, you wimp, just do it," he said, and then ran at full speed, hopping up onto the panel of the car he 
was in and catching hold of the higher wall of the next. 

For a moment he thought he'd misjudged it and was going to slip off’ With his hands gripping the car in front 
for all they were worth, he shuffled his feet until they were better positioned. 

He allowed himself a split second of selfcongratulation; it wasn't the safest of places to hang around for 
long. Both cars were rocking violently and jostling him about, threatening to dislodge him from his precarious 
position. And he didn't dare look down at the rails zipping beneath him, in case he lost his nerve altogether. 


"Here goes nothing!" he shouted and, drawing on all the strength in his legs and arms, he hoisted himself over 
the edge. He slid down the inside of the car and landed in a crumpled heap. He'd done tt. 

Taking out a light orb for a proper look around, he was disappointed to find that the car appeared to be 
empty except for small heaps of coal. He continued farther along, and offered up silent thanks when he spied the 
two backpacks lying at the opposite end. He picked up the rucksacks and carried them back. Then, with as 
much precision as he could muster, he hurled each of them over into the car behind. 

As he returned to Chester and Cal, he found they were still soundly asleep. They hadn't even noticed the 
two backpacks that had miraculously appeared just outside their enclave. Knowing how weak Chester had 
become, Will wasted no time in organizing a sandwich for him. 

When, after much shaking, Will managed to rouse Chester sufficiently to take in what was being offered to 
him, he fell upon the sandwich. He grinned at Will between mouthfuls, wolfing it down with some water from one 
of the canteens, then promptly went back to sleep. 

And in the ensuing hours, that was how they occupied themselves — sleeping and eating. They put together 
bizarre sandwiches of chunky white bread with dried strips of rat jerky and coleslaw as filler. They even helped 
themselves to the rather unappetizing slabs of mushroom (the Colonists' staple diet — giant fungi known as 
"pennybuns"), which they stacked atop heavily buttered waffles. And to finish off each meal, they ate so much 
fruit that they'd very soon plundered everything from the shattered crates and were forced to pry open some new 
ones. 

All the time the train roared along, sinking them deeper into the earth's mantle. Will realized that trying to 
communicate with the others was futile and instead lay back and studied the tunnel. It was a constant source of 
fascination for him as the train penetrated through the strata. He peered at the various layers of metamorphic rock 
they were passing through, studiously documenting his observations in his notebook in wobbly handwriting. This 
would be a geography report to end all geography reports. It certainly dwarfed his own excavations back in his 
Topsoil hometown of Highfield, where he'd barely scratched the surface of the earth's crust. 

He also noted that the gradient of the tunnel itself varied considerably — there were stretches several miles 
long that were clearly man-made, where the train would descend more gently. Then, every so often, the track 
would level out and they would pass through naturally formed caverns, where they could see towering palisades of 
flowstone. The sheer scale of these structures took Will's breath away — he couldn’t get over how much they 
resembled melted cathedrals. Sometimes these were surrounded by moats of dark water, which lapped over the 
railway track itself. Then there came the roller-coaster sections of tunnel that were so sheer that the boys, if 
sleeping, were rolled violently against each other and shaken awake. 


* * * * * 


Suddenly, as if the train had dropped off a ledge, there was a jarring crash. The boys all sat up and were 
looking around with startled faces when showers of water gushed from above. It was warm, flooding the car and 
drenching them as effectively as if they had been thrust under a waterfall. They waved their arms and laughed at 
each other through the torrents until, as abruptly as it had begun, the deluge ended, and they fell silent. 

A light steam rose from the freight bed, then was immediately whisked away in the slipstream. Will had 
noticed how it was growing appreciably warmer as the train rocketed on its way. This was barely perceptible at 
first, but more recently the temperature had soared alarmingly. 

After a while all three of them loosened their shirts and took off their boots and socks. The air was so fierce 
and dry that they took turns clambering onto the tops of the undamaged fruit crates in an effort to catch a little 
more of the breeze. Will wondered if this was how it was going to be from now on. Would the Deeps be 
unbearably hot, like blasts from an open furnace door? It was as though they were on the main line to hell itself. 

His thoughts were soon interrupted as the brakes squealed with such intensity that the boys were forced to 
cover their ears. The train slowed, then jerked to a complete halt. Several minutes later, from somewhere up 
ahead, they heard a clanking, and then the resounding crash of metal upon rock. Will quickly pulled himself up to 
peek over the top and see what was going on. 

It was useless — farther down the tunnel there was a dull red glow, but everything else was masked by lazy 
shrouds of smoke. Chester and Cal joined Will, craning their necks to see over the tops of the cars. With the 
engine ticking over, the noise level had now fallen off to almost nothing, and every sound they made, every cough 
or shuffle ofa boot, seemed so remote and tiny. Although it was an opportunity for them to talk, they just glanced 
at each other, none of them really knowing what to say. In the end, Chester was the first to speak up. 

"See anything?" he asked 

"You look better!" Will said to him. His friend was moving with more confidence and had hoisted himself up 
next to Will without any difficulty at all. 

"I was just hungry," Chester muttered dismissively, pressing the palm of his hand against an ear as if he was 
trying to relieve the pressure in it from the unfamiliar quietness. 

There was a shout, a man's deep voice booming from somewhere ahead, and they all froze. It was a salient 
reminder that they weren't alone on the train. There was, of course, a conductor — possibly accompanied by an 
assistant driver, as Imago had warned them — and a further Colonist in the guard's car at the rear. These men 
knew Chester was on board and it would be their job to send him on his way when they arrived at the Miners' 
Station, but Cal and Will were stowaways and most probably had prices on their heads. They couldn't be 


discovered, not at any cost. 

The boys exchanged nervous glances, and then Cal pulled himself higher up on the end of the car. 

"Can't see a thing," he said. 

'T'll try over here," Will suggested, and, passing hand over hand, he moved himself to the corner of the car to 
try to get a better vantage point. Here he squinted down the side of the train, but he couldn't make out anything 
more through the smoke and darkness. He returned to where the two other boys were perched. "Do you think 
they're doing a search?" he asked Cal, who merely shrugged and looked anxiously behind them. 

Without the slipstream to cool them, the heat was almost unbearable. "Man, it's sweltering," Chester 
whispered, blowing through his lips. 

"That's the least of our problems," Will murmured back. 

Then the engine juddered to life again, lurching forward in a series of fits and starts until it was once more 
under way. The boys remained where they were, hanging doggedly on to the side of the high car, and were soon 
resubmerged in the thrashing tumult of noise and the soot-heavy smoke. 

Deciding they'd had enough, they jumped down and returned to their blind, although they continued to keep 
watch from over the tops of the crates. It was Will who spotted the reason why the train had stopped. 

"There!" he shouted, pointing as the train chugged along. Two huge iron doors were opened back against 
the tunnel walls. They all stood up to see. 

"Storm gates!" Cal yelled at him. "They'll be shut again after us. You'll see." 

Before he'd finished speaking, the brakes squealed and the train began to decelerate. It came to another 
juddering halt. There was a pause, then they heard the cranking noise again, this time from behind them. It 
culminated in a percussive thud that made their teeth rattle together and the whole tunnel quake as if there had 
been a small explosion. 

"Told you, didn't I?" Cal declared smugly in the lull. "They're storm gates." 

"But what are they for?" Chester asked him. 

"To stop the full force of the Levant Wind from reaching the Colony." 

Chester looked at him blankly. 

"You know, the windstorms blowing up from the Interior," Cal answered, adding, "kind of obvious, isn't it?" 
He rolled his eyes as if he thought Chester's question was absurd. 

"He probably hasn't seen one yet," Will intervened quickly. "Chester, it's like a thick dust that blows up 
from where we're going, from the Deeps." 

"Oh, right," his friend replied, and turned away. 

Will couldn't help but notice the look of irritation that flickered across his face. 


* * * * * 


As the train began to move at speed again, the boys resumed their positions among the crates. Over the 
next twelve hours, they went through many more sets of these storm gates. Each time, they kept on the lookout in 
case one of the Colonists got it into his mind to come back and check on Chester. But no one came, and after 
each interruption the boys settled back into their routines of eating and sleeping. Aware that sometime soon they 
would reach the end of the line, Will began to get ready. On top ofall the loose light orbs he'd already squirreled 
away in the two rucksacks, he packed in as much fruit as he could. He had no idea where or when they'd find 
food once they were in the Deeps, and was determined they'd take all they could with them. 

He'd been in a deep sleep when he was rudely awoken by the sound ofa clanging bell. Ina state of groggy 
confusion, his first thought was that it was his alarm clock waking him to get ready for school. He automatically 
groped over to where his bedside table should have been, but instead of the alarm clock, his fingertips 
encountered the grit-covered floor of the freight bed. The mechanical urgency of the bell hammered him fully 
awake, and he jumped to his feet, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. The first thing he saw was Cal frantically 
putting on his socks and boots as Chester watched him bemusedly. The harsh ringing kept going, echoing off the 
walls and down the tunnel behind them. 

"C'mon, you two!" Cal bawled at the top of his lungs. 

"Why?" Chester mouthed to Will, who could see the haunted look on his friend's face. 

"This is it! Get ready!" Cal said, securing the flap on his backpack. 

Chester looked at him questionmngly. 

"We've got to bail out!" the younger boy yelled at him, gesturing at the front of the train. "Before the 
station." 


5 


On a train very different from the one carrying her two sons, Sarah was on her way to London. She didn't 
allow herself to sleep, but for much of the time feigned it, half closing her eyes in order to avoid any contact with 
the other passengers. The car became increasingly crowded as the train made frequent stops on the final stretch. 


She felt distinctly uneasy. A man with a mangy beard had boarded at the last of these stops, a wretch in a tartan 
overcoat, clutching a motley collection of plastic bags. 

She had to be careful. They sometimes passed themselves off as tramps and down-and-outs. All the 
hollow-cheeked countenance of the average Styx required was several months' growth of facial hair and a 
generous pasting of filth and it became indistinguishable from those poor unfortunates that can be found in the 
corners of any city. 

It was a clever ruse, allowing them to man surveillance posts around the busier train stations for days on end, 
monitoring the passengers passing through. Sarah had lost count of how many times she'd seen vagrants loitering 
in doorways, and how, from under matted hair, their glassy eyes would probe her with all-seeing black pupils. 

But was this tramp one of them? She watched his reflection in the windows as he produced a can of beer 
from a grubby shopping bag. He popped it open and began to drink, slopping a good measure of it down his 
beard. She caught him looking directly at her, and she didn't like his eyes — they were jet-black, and he squinted 
as if he wasn't quite used to day-light. All ominous signs. But she didn't move to another seat on the train. The 
last thing she wanted was to draw attention to herself. 

So she gritted her teeth and sat still until the train finally drew into St. Pancras station. She was among the 
first passengers to disembark and, once through the turnstile, she strolled unhurriedly over to where the kiosks 
were located. She kept her head bowed to avoid the security cameras dotted around the place, holding a 
handkerchief to her face when she thought she might be in range of any of them. She stopped and hovered by a 
shop window, observing the tramp as he crossed the main concourse. 

Ifhe was a Styx, or even one of their agents, far better she remain ina crowd. She weighed her options for 
escape. She was debating whether she should jump on an outgoing train when, just a few feet away from her, he 
stopped to fumble with his bags. Then, swearing incoherently at a man who happened to brush against him, he 
started toward the main doors of the station in a stumbling gait, his arms outstretched as if he were pushing an 
invisible shopping cart with a bum wheel. He left through the main entrance of the station. 

By now Sarah was almost certain he was a genuine tramp, and she was eager to be on her way. She 
picked a direction at random, headed off through the crowd, and then slipped out of the station by a side exit. 

Outside, the weather was fine and the London streets were full. Just the way she liked it. It was better to 
have a healthy throng of people milling around her — safety in numbers. The Styx were less likely to pull anything 
in front of multiple witnesses. 

She set off at a fair pace, heading north toward Highfield. The rumble of the busy traffic seemed to coalesce 
into a single continuous beat, which was conducted through the pavement to the soles of her feet, until she could 
almost feel it resonating in the pit of her stomach. Strangely enough, it put her at ease. It was a comforting and 
constant vibration, as if the city itself were alive. 

She looked at the new buildings as she went, turning her head away whenever she spotted one of the many 
security cameras mounted on them. She was astounded by how much had changed even since her first time in 
London. What was it, almost twelve years ago? 

It is said that time heals. But that depends on what has happened since. 

For so long, Sarah's life had been a featureless and forlorn plain: She felt she hadn't been really alive. Her 
flight from the Colony was still painfully vivid in her mind. 

Walking the Topsoil city streets now, she found that she couldn’t stem the rush of memories as they flooded 
back. She began to relive the crushing self-doubt that she'd escaped from one nightmare only to be cast into 
another, into this alien land where the glare of the sunlight was agonizing and everything was so unfamiliar. Worst 
of all, she'd been torn apart by the guilt at leaving her children, her two sons, behind. 

But I had no choice. I had to go... 

Her baby, barely a week old, had developed a fever, a horrible, consuming fever that racked the tiny thing 
with violent shivering fits as it succumbed to the illness. Even now, Sarah could hear its interminable crying and 
remember how she and her husband had felt so helpless. They'd pleaded with the doctor for some medicine, but 
he said he didn't have anything he could five them from his black valise. She'd become hysterical, but the doctor 
merely shook his head dourly, avoiding her eyes. She knew what that shake of his head meant. She knew the 
truth. In the Colony, medicines such as antibiotics were in permanent short supply. The little that had been 
stockpiled was for the sole use of the ruling classes, the Styx and maybe a very select band of elite within the 
Board of Governors. 

There had been another alternative: She'd suggested buying some penicillin on the black market and wanted 
to ask her brother, Tam, to get hold of some for her. But Sarah's husband was adamant. "I cannot condone such 
actions" were his words as he stared bleakly at the hapless infant that was growing weaker with every hour. Then 
he had blathered on about his position in the community and how it was their duty to uphold its values. None of 
this mattered one jot to Sarah; she just wanted her baby to be well again. 

There was nothing else to do but continually swab the shining red face of the howling infant in an attempt to 
lower its temperature, and pray. Over the next twenty-four hours, the baby's crying quieted to pathetic little 
gasps, as if it was all it could do to breathe. It was useless trying to feed it; it made no effort to draw milk. The 
baby was slipping away from her and there was nothing, absolutely nothing, she could do. 

She thought she might go mad. 

She went into fits of barely suppressed fury and, backing away from the crib into a corner of the room, she 


would try to hurt herself by frenziedly scratching at her forearms, biting her tongue lest she cry out and disturb the 
semiconscious child. At other times, she slumped to the floor, overcome by such a deep despair that she prayed 
she might also die with her child. 

In the final hour, its pale little eyes became glazed and listless. Then, sitting by the crib in the darkened 
room, Sarah had been roused from her desolation by a sound. It was like a tiny whisper, as if someone were 
trying to remind her of something. She leaned over the cot. She knew instinctively that she'd heard the final 
breath leak from the baby's dry lips. It was still. It was over. She'd lifted the child's tiny arm and let it fall back 
against the mattress. It was like touching some exquisitely made doll. 

But she didn't cry then. Her eyes were dry and resolute. At that very instant, any loyalty she had felt for the 
Colony, her husband, and the society in which she'd lived her whole life evaporated. And in that instant, she saw 
everything so clearly, as ifa spotlight had been switched on in her head. She knew what she must do, with such 
conviction that nothing was going to get inher way. She must spare her other two children from the same fate, 
whatever the cost. 

That same evening, as the body of the dead baby, the child that had no name, lay cooling in its cot, she had 
thrown a few things into a shoulder bag and grabbed her two sons. While her husband was out making 
arrangements for the funeral, she left the house with both her boys, heading toward one of the escape routes her 
brother had once described to her. 

As if the Styx knew her every move, it had very quickly gone wrong and become a game of cat and mouse. 
While she'd struggled through the warren of ventilation tunnels, they were never far behind. She recalled how 
she'd stopped for a moment to catch her breath. Leaning against the wall, she cowered in the darkness with a 
child held under each arm. In her heart of hearts, she knew she had no choice but to leave one of them behind. 
She wasn't going to make it not with both of them. She recalled her tortured decision at the time. 

But shortly afterward, a Colonist, one of her own people, had stumbled across her. In the frantic tussle that 
ensued, she had fought the man off, stunning him with a wild blow. Her arm had been badly hurt in the struggle, 
and there was no question about it anymore. 

She knew what she had to do. 

She left Cal behind. He was barely a year old. She'd gently laid the twitching bundle between two rocks on 
the grit floor of the tunnel. Etched indelibly into her memory was the image of the child's cocoonlike swaddling, 
smeared with her own blood. And the noise he was making, the gurgling. She knew it wouldn't be long before he 
was discovered and returned to her husband, and that he would care for him. A scant consolation. She had 
resumed her flight with the other son and, more by luck than skill, had somehow eluded the Styx and broken out 
onto the surface. 

In the small hours of the morning, they had walked down Highfield's Main Street, her son on the pavement 
beside her, a toddler still unsteady on his legs. He was her eldest child and he was called Seth. He was nearly 
three years old. He had turned this way and that as he gaped at the strange surroundings with wide, frightened 
eyes. 

She had no money, nowhere to go, and before long the realization hit her that it was going to be a struggle to 
look after even the one child. 

Hearing people in the distance, she led Seth away from the main thoroughfare and down several streets until 
she spied a church. Seeking refuge in its overgrown graveyard, mother and son sat on a mossy grave, smelling the 
night air for the very first time in their lives and looking with awe at the sodium-soaked sky above. Sarah just 
wanted to shut her eyes for a few minutes, but she feared if she rested for too long, she might not ever get up 
again. With her head spmning, she summoned all her remaining strength and got to her feet with the aim of finding 
some food, some water, somewhere they could hide. 

She had tried to explain to her son what she intended to do, how soon she'd be back, but he just wanted to 
come with her. Poor little confused Seth. The expression on his face, the pure, heartrending incomprehension, 
was all she could bear as she hastily walked away from him. He clung to the railings around the most 
commanding tomb in the graveyard, which, strangely enough, had two small stone figures at its apex wielding a 
pickax and a shovel. Seth called out to her as she went, but she couldn’t turn to look back, her every instinct 
raking at her, telling her not to go. 

She left the churchyard, heading she knew not where, all the while fighting the dizziness that, with each step, 
made her feel as though she was walking on rolling pins. 

Sarah didn't remember much after that. 

She'd regained consciousness as something prodded her awake. When she opened her eyes, the light was 
unbearable. It was so blindingly bright, she could barely make out the face of the concerned woman who stood 
over her, asking her what was wrong. Sarah found she'd passed out between two parked cars. Shielding her 
eyes with her hands, she pulled herself to her feet and ran. 

She'd eventually found her way back to Seth, but stopped as she saw figures milling around him, dressed in 
black. Her first thought had been that they were Styx, but then, through her watering eyes, she had been able to 
read the word POLICE on the car. She'd slunk away. 

Since that day, she had tried to tell herself'a million times that it had been for the best, that she'd been in no 
condition to care for a young child, let alone go on the run from the Styx with one in tow. But that did nothing to 
dispel the image of the small boy's tear-filled eyes as he reached out a tiny hand and called for her over and over 


and over again as she'd slipped into the night. 
The tiny hand wavering in the light of the streetlamps, reaching for her... 


* * * * * 


Something hurt recoiled in her head, like a badly injured animal rolling itself into a ball. 

Her thoughts were so vivid that, as a passerby on the pavement threw a glance at her, she wondered if she'd 
been talking out loud. 

"Pull yourself together," she urged herself: She had to stay focused. She shook her head to dispel the image 
of the little face from her mind. Anyway, it was so long ago now and, like the buildings around her, everything had 
changed, changed irreparably. Ifthe message for he in the dead mailbox was true — something she couldn’t yet 
bring herself to believe — then Seth had become Will. 

He had become someone else altogether. 

After several miles, Sarah came to a busy street, with shops and a brick-built monolith of a supermarket. 
She grumbled beneath her breath as she was forced to stop at a crosswalk in the midst ofa small crowd, waiting 
for the lights to change. She was uncomfortable, and huddled tightly inside her coat. Then, with a beeping, the 
green man lit up and she crossed the road, forging ahead of the people burdened by their shopping bags. 

It began to rain, and people scurried for cover or back to their cars, leaving the streets less busy. Sarah 
carried on, unnoticed. She heard Tam's voice, as clearly as if he was walking beside her. 

"See, but don't be seen." 

It was something he had taught her. As young children, in brazen disregard of their parents’ instructions, 
they had often sneaked out of the house. Disguising themselves by donning rags and wiping burnt cork on their 
faces, they had taken their lives in their hands and gone deep into one of the roughest, most dangerous places you 
could find in the whole of the Colony — the Rookeries. Even now she could picture Tam as he was then, his 
grinning, youthful visage streaked with black and his eyes shining with excitement as the two of them hared away 
after yet another close scrape. She missed him so much. 

She was pulled once more from her thoughts. A loud exchange in a language she couldn't understand had 
caught her attention. Several shops down, two workmen were leaving a café, its steamy windows illuminated by 
the striplights inside. She made a beeline for it. 

She ordered a big cup of coffee, paid for it at the counter, then took it over to a table by the window. 
Sipping the thin, tasteless liquid, she slipped the creased note from her pocket and slowly reread the artless 
handwriting. She still couldn't bring herself to accept what it said. How could Tam be dead? How could that 
be? As bad as things were in this Topsoil world, she'd always been able to draw small comfort from the 
knowledge that her brother was still alive and well in the Colony. It was like a flickering candle at the end of an 
incredibly long tunnel, the hope that one day she might see him again. And now even that had been taken away 
from her; now he was dead. 

She flipped over the note and read the other side, then read the entire letter again, shaking her head. 

The note must be wrong; Joe Waites must have been mistaken when he wrote it. How could her own son, 
Seth, her firstborn, who was once her pride and joy, have betrayed Tam to the Styx? Her own flesh and blood 
had effectively murdered her brother. And if it really was true, how could Seth have been corrupted like 
that? What could have driven him to do it? There was equally shocking news in the final paragraph. She 
read the lines over and over again, about how Seth had abducted her youngest son, forcing Cal to go with him. 

"No," she said out loud, shaking her head, refusing to accept that Seth was responsible. And there it was 
again: Her son was Seth, and not Will, and he couldn't be capable of any of this. Perhaps someone had 
tampered with the note. Perhaps someone knew about the dead mailbox. But how, and why? None of it made 
any sense. 

She realized her hands were trembling. She rested them hard against the table, crumpling the letter in her 
palms. Then she cleared a small circle in the condensation on the inside of the café window and peered through. 
It was still too early, too light, so she decided to bide her time a while longer, drawing with the corner of a paper 
napkin in some coffee slopped on the scratched red melamine of the tabletop. As the coffee evaporated, she 
simply stared down at her front, as if she'd fallen into a trance. When, several moments later, she came to with a 
small start, she noticed a button on her coat hanging by a thread. She tugged at it and it came away in her hand. 
Without thinking, she dropped it into her empty cup and then just gazed blankly at the steamed-up windows, at 
the vague shapes of people hurrying by. 

Finally the owner ambled over, giving the empty tables a casual swipe with his grimy dishcloth and 
straightening the chairs on the way. He stopped by the window and joined Sarah in looking out, then, in an 
ofthand tone, asked ifhe could get her anything else. Without acknowledging him, she simply got up and made 
straight for the door. Angered, he snatched up her empty coffee cup and spotted the discarded button sitting in 
the bottom of it. 

That did it. She wasn't a regular, and she'd hogged his table, spending next to nothing. 

"Ch...!' he started to yell, but only managed the first letters of "Cheapskate" before the word shriveled on 
his lips. 
He'd happened to glance down at the tabletop. He blinked and shifted his head, as if the light were playing 


tricks on his eyes. There, staring back at him from the red melamine, was a surprisingly accomplished image. 

It was a face, some five inches square and built up from layer upon layer of dried-out coffee, as if it had 
been painted with tempera. But it wasn't the artistry that stopped him cold, it was the fact that the face had its 
mouth wrenched open in a jaw-breaking rictus ofa scream. He blinked again; it was so unnerving that for several 
seconds he didn't move, simply stared at the image. He found it impossible to associate the quiet, mousy woman 
who had just left his café with this shocking portrayal of anguish. Quickly he covered it with his dishcloth as he set 
about wiping it away. 

Back out on the street, Sarah tried not to walk too quickly. Before she entered Highfield, she broke her 
journey to book a room in a bed-and-breakfast. There were several on the same street, but she chose one, a 
shabby Victorian terraced house, at random. That is how she had to be if she wanted to survive. 

Never the same twice. 

Never twice the same. 

If she fell into any sort of routine or pattern, the Styx would be on her in a flash. 

Giving a false name and address, she paid cash in advance for a single night. She took her key from the 
manager, a wrinkled old man, and on the way to her room checked the location of the fire escape. Just in case. 
Once in her room, she locked the door, wedging a chair under the handle. Then she pulled the sun-faded curtains 
closed and perched on the end of the bed while she attempted to gather her thoughts. 

She opened the Highfield Bugle, a newspaper she'd taken from the reception desk. As she always did, she 
took out a pen and went straight to the classifieds, circling the advertisements for short-term employment that 
might suit her. Then she flicked her way back through the rest of the paper, perusing the articles without much 
interest. But one item caught her eye: 


THE BEAST OF 
HIGHFIELD? 
By T.K. Martin, Staff Reporter 


Another sighting of the mysterious doglike animal took place in Highfield 
Common over the weekend. Mrs. Croft-Hardinage of the Clockdown Houses was 
out walking her basset hound, Goldy, on Saturday evening when she spotted the 
beast in the lower branches ofa tree. 

"It was chewing the head off something I thought was a children's plush toy until 
I realized it was a rabbit and saw the blood everywhere," she told the Bugle. "It was 
huge with horrible eyes and nasty-looking teeth. When it noticed me, it just spat out 
the head, and I could have sworn it was looking straight at me." 

Reports of the animal are confused, some describing it as a jaguar or puma, 
similar to the sightings of a large cat at Bodmin Moor, which began in the eighties, 
while others say it is more doglike in appearance. Kenneth Wood, recently 
supervised a search after a local man claimed that the beast made off with his 
miniature poodle, tearing the leash from his hands. Other residents ftom the Highfield 
area have reported that their dogs have gone missing in recent months. 

The mystery continues... 


With aggressive jabs, Sarah began to doodle in the margin by the article. Although she was only using an 
old ballpoint, before long she had drawn an intricately detailed picture of a moonlit cemetery, not that different 
from the one in Highfield where she had taken refuge when she'd first escaped to the surface. But there the 
similarity ended, as she sketched a large, blank headstone in the foreground. She stared at it for a while before, 
using his Topsoiler name, she eventually wrote: 


Will Burrows? 


Sarah frowned. The anger welling up inside her from her brother's death was so powerful, she felt as if she 
were being swept along on a wave. And when she arrived wherever it was taking her, she needed someone to 
blame. Ofcourse, at the root of it there were the Styx, but now she allowed herself to think the unthinkable: If it 
really was true about Seth, then he was going to pay, and pay dearly. 

Still staring at the sketch, she tensed her hand and the pen snapped, sending slivers of clear plastic shooting 
over the hotel bed. 


With grim faces, the boys clung to the side of the railroad car, the tunnel wall flashing past them in a terrifying 
blur even though the train was decelerating as it negotiated a sharp bend. 

They had already thrown the backpacks out, and Chester had been the last to hoist himself over the side 
and join the other two. He let his feet scrabble down until they found a ledge, then held on for all he was worth. 
Will was just about to shout to the other two boys when his brother beat him to the punch. 

"JUMP!" Cal yelled, and let loose a howl as he thrust himself off Will watched as he vanished into the 
darkness. 

Will had no option but to follow his brother. He gritted his teeth and then pushed himself off, twisting around 
as he did so. For a split second he seemed to hang in the wind. Then he landed on his feet with a bone-jarring 
jolt and pitched forward into a helter-skelter sprint, running at a crazy speed with his arms outspread as he tried to 
keep his balance. 

Everything was a confusion of acrid smoke as the enormous wheels ground just feet away from him. But he 
was going impossibly fast and had hardly covered any distance when his own feet tripped him up. He went flying, 
falling first onto one knee, and the next instant flipping onto his chest. He skid along, his body plowing up dust in 
its wake. Coming to a halt, he slowly rolled over onto his back and then sat up, coughing out a mouthful of dirt. 
The huge train wheels continued to trundle past, and he thanked his lucky stars that he hadn't fallen under them. 
He pulled a light orb from his pocket and began to look for any sign of the others. 

After a while he heard a loud groaning coming from farther up the track. As he watched, Chester emerged 
from the smoke-ridden darkness, crawling on all fours. He raised his head like an ill-tempered tortoise and, 
spying Will, sped up. 

"All right?" Will shouted at him. 

"Oh, just brilliant!" Chester shouted as he plunked himself next to Will. 

Will shrugged, rubbing the leg that had taken all the impact of his fall. 

"Cal?" Chester asked. 

"Dunno. Better wait for him here." Will couldn’t tell if Chester had heard him, but his friend didn't seem 
inclined to go and look for the boy, anyway. 

Some minutes later, as the train continued its relentless passage past them, Will's brother emerged through 
the smoky gloom with a rucksack on each shoulder, strolling jauntily, as ifhe didn't have a care in the world. He 
squatted next to Will. 

"I got the bags. You all in one piece?" he yelled. There was a large scrape on his forehead, and little 
droplets of blood were collecting and running down the bridge of his nose. 

Will nodded and looked past Cal. "Get down! The guard's car!" he warned, pulling his brother close to 
him. 

Tucked into the tunnel wall, they watched the light looming toward them. It was streaming from the 
windows of the guard's train car, formmg broad rectangles on the walls as it went. It shot past them, blasting them 
with a split second of illumination. As the train sped into the tunnel ahead and the light receded, growing smaller 
and smaller until there was nothing of tt still visible, Will had an overpowering sense of finality. 

In the unaccustomed silence, he got up and stretched his legs. He'd grown so used to the rocking of the 
train that it was a novelty to be back on terra firma again. 

Will sniffed and was just about to say something to the other two boys when the train whistle blew in the 
distance. 

"What does that mean?" he said eventually. 

"It's coming up to the station," Cal answered, his eyes still on the darkness where they had last seen the train. 

"How do you know that?" Chester asked him. 

"My... our uncle told me." 

"Your uncle? Can he help us? Where is he?" Chester fired the questions at Cal in rapid succession, his face 
filled with anticipation at the thought that there might be someone who could come to their rescue. 

"No," Cal snapped, frowning at Chester. 

"Why not? I don't understand—" 

"No, Chester," Will interjected, shaking his head urgently. His friend could tell he needed to keep his mouth 
buttoned. 

Will turned to his brother. "So what happens now? They'll find out Chester's gone when they unload the 
train. What then?" 

"Then nothing." Cal shrugged. "Job done. They'll just think he's bailed out. They know he won't survive 
for long on his own... After all, he's only a Topsoiler." He laughed humorlessly and kept on talking, as if Chester 
weren't there. "They won't send a search party or anything.” 

"How can you be so sure about that?" Will quizzed his brother. "Wouldn't they assume he'd head straight 
back to the Colony again?" 

"Nice idea, and even ifhe did happen to make it all the way — on foot — the Blackheads would just pick 
him off as soon as he showed up," Cal said. 

"Blackheads?" Chester asked. 

"Styx — that's one of the names the Colonists call them behind their backs," Will explained. 

"Oh, right," Chester said. "Well, anyway, I'm never going back to that foul place again. Not on your life!" 


he added firmly to Cal. 

Cal didn't respond, instead putting on his backpack as Will picked up the other one by its straps, testing its 
weight. It was heavy, stuffed to the brim with their equipment and the extra food and light orbs. He lifted it onto 
his back, wincing as the strap dug into his injured shoulder. The poultice Imago had applied to the wound had 
done wonders, but any pressure was still incredibly painful. Will tried to adjust the rucksack so that most of the 
weight was on his good shoulder, and they set off. 

Before long, Cal sped onward at a fast trot, leaving Will and Chester to watch his bobbing silhouette 
advance into the murky gloom. The two of them strolled between the enormous metal girders of the train tracks. 
There was so much they wanted to say to each other, but now that they were alone, it was as if neither knew 
where to begin. Finally Will cleared his throat. 

"We've got some catching up to do," he said awkwardly. "Stuff happened — crazy stuff— while you were 
in the Hold." 

Will began to speak about his family, his biological family, whom he had met for the first time in the Colony, 
and what life had been like with them. Then he recounted how he and Uncle Tam had planned Chester's escape. 
"It was awful when it went wrong. I just couldn't believe it when I saw Rebecca was with the St—" 

"That little brat!" Chester exploded. "Didn't you ever think there was something seriously wrong with her? 
All those years you were growing up together?" 

"Well, I thought she was a bit strange, but then I thought all sisters were like that," Will said. 

"A bit strange?" Chester repeated. "She's a certifiable nut-case. You must have known she wasn't your real 
sister." 

"No, how could I? I... I didn’t even know J was adopted or where 7'd come from." 

"Don't you remember when your parents first brought you home?" Chester said, sounding a little amazed. 

"No," Will replied thoughtfully. "I would have been about four, I suppose. Do you remember much from 
when you were that old? 

Chester made a noise as if he wasn't wholly convinced, but Will went on with the chain of events. Trudging 
along beside him, Chester listened intently. Will finally came to the discussion with Imago, when he and Cal had 
had to decide whether they were going to return Topsoil or travel down into the Deeps. 

Chester nodded. 

"And that's how we came to be on the Miners! Train with you," Will finished, reaching the end of the story. 

"Well, I'm glad you did." His friend smiled. 

"I couldn't leave you behind," Will said. "I had to make sure you were OK. That's the least I— 

Will's voice broke. He was attempting to articulate his emotions, his remorse, for everything Chester had 
been put through. 

"They beat me, you know," Chester said abruptly. 

"Huh?" 

"After they caught me again," he said, so quietly that Will could hardly hear him. "They threw me back in the 
Hold and whacked me with clubs... tons of times," he continued. "Rebecca would come to watch." 

"Oh, no," Will mumbled. 

They were both silent for a few paces as they picked their way over the massive railroad ties. 

"Did they hurt you badly?" Will eventually asked, dreading the answer. 

Chester didn't reply right away. "They were really angry with us... with you mostly. They were shouting 
about you a lot as they hit me, saying you'd made them look like fools." Chester cleared his throat weakly and 
swallowed. His speech became confused. "It was... I... they..." He took ina sharp breath. "The beatings 
never went that far, and all I could think was that there was something much worse in store for me." He paused 
as he wiped his nose. "Then this old Styx sentenced me to Banishment, which was even more frightening. I was 
so scared, I completely fell apart." Chester's gaze dropped to the ground, as ifhe'd done something to be 
ashamed of. 

He continued, a tone of the coldest controlled fury creeping into his voice. "You know, Will, if I could have, 
I would have killed them... the Styx. I wanted to, so much. They're evil... allofthem. J would have killed 
them, even Rebecca." He stared at Will with such intensity that Will shivered — he was seeing a side of Chester 
he hadn't known existed. 

"Oh, I'm so sorry, Chester." 

But something equally important occurred to Chester, deflecting his thoughts. He stopped short, teetering 
on the spot, as ifhe'd been slapped in the face. "What you were saying about the Styx and their... what are they 
called... their people on the surface?" 

"Agents," Will helped him. 

"Yes... their agents..." He narrowed his eyes. "Even if I could get back above ground again, I couldn't go 
home, could I?" 

Will stood before him, not knowing what to say. 

"IfI did, my mum and dad would be abducted, like that family you mentioned, the Watkinses. The dirty, 
rotten Styx wouldn't just be after me. They'd grab my parents and turn them into slaves, or murder them, wouldn't 
they?" 

Will could only return Chester's stare, but that was enough. 


"And what could I do? IfI tried to warn Mum and Dad, or even the police, do you think they'd believe 
me? They'd think I'd lost my mind or something." His head sagged forward and he sighed. "All the time I was 
locked up in the Hold, all I thought about was you and me getting home. I just wanted to go home. It kept me 
going for all those months." He broke into a cough, which might have masked a sob — Will couldn't tell. Chester 
grasped Will's arm and stared straight into his eyes. His expression was one of the deepest despair. "I'm never 
going to see daylight again, am I?" 

Will remained silent. 

"One way or another, we're stuck down here for good, aren't we? There's nowhere for us to go, not now. 
Will, what are we going to do?" Chester said. 

'T'm so sorry," Will said again in a strangled voice. 

Cal's excited cries echoed ftom up ahead. "Hey!" he was calling repeatedly. 

"No!" Will yelled back in frustration. "Not now!" He waved his light in a gesture of irritation. He needed 
more time with his friend. "Just wait!" 

"Found something!" Cal hollered even more loudly, either not hearing Will's response or choosing to ignore 
It. 

Chester glanced to where the younger boy was and declared, "It'd better not be the station. I am not going 
to get caught again." He took a step forward along the tracks. 

"Hold up, Chester," Will started, "hang on a second. I want to say something." 

Chester's eyes were still red-rimmed with fatigue. As they stood there, Will fidgeted with the light orb in his 
hands, and from its illumination Chester could easily read the turmoil in his friend's filth-covered face. 

"I know exactly what you're going to say," he said. "It's not your fault." 

"But it is!" Will cried. "It is my fault... I didn't mean to get you into all this. You've got a real family, but... 
I've... I've got no one to go back to. I've got nothing to lose." 

Chester tried to reply, reaching a hand forward, but his friend went on, growing more incoherent as he 
attempted to give voice to the emotions and regrets that had been knocking around in his head for the past 
months. 

"I never should have gotten you into this... you were just helping me..." 

"Look... " Chester said, trying to calm his friend. 

"My dad will be able to fix everything, but if we don't find him... I —" 

"Will —" Chester tried to interrupt once again, then allowed him to continue. 

"I don't know what we're going to do, or what's going to happen to us... we might never... we might die..." 

"Just forget it," Chester said softly as Will's voice fell to a whisper. "Neither of us knew it would turn out like 
this, and besides" — Will saw a broad grin ease itself into place on his friend's face — "it really can't get any 
worse, can it?" Chester punched Will playfully on the shoulder, unknowingly hitting the precise spot that had been 
so horribly injured by the stalker dog in the Eternal City. 

"Thanks, Chester," Will gasped, clenching his teeth to stop himself from crying out form the fresh wave of 
pain. 

"Hurry up!" Cal's shouts came again. "I've found a way through here. Come on!" 

"What's he ranting about?" Chester asked. 

Will tried to pull himself together. "He's always doing this, running off," he said, rolling his eyes. 

"Oh, really? Remind you of anyone?" Chester said, arching an eyebrow. 

Slightly abashed, Will nodded. "Yeah... a little." He managed to return Chester's smile. 

They caught up with Cal, who was positively vibrating with excitement, babbling something about a light. 

"Told you! Look down there!" He was jumping up and down, pointing to a large passage that led away 
from the train tunnel. Will peered down it and saw a soft blue glow, flickering as if it was quite some distance 
away. 

"Keep up with me," Cal ordered and, without waiting for either Will or Chester to react, raced off at a 
furious pace. 

Will tried to shout after him, but Cal didn't stop. 

"Who does he think he is?" Chester said, looking at Will, who just shrugged as they both followed Cal's 
lead. "Can't believe I'm being told what to do by a pesky midget," Chester complained under his breath. 

The temperature suddenly seemed to soar, making them pant. The air was so searingly dry and arid that 
their sweat was whisked off their skin the moment it appeared. 

"Man, it is sweltering down here. It's like Spain or something," Chester complained, undoing several shirt 
buttons and scratching his chest. 

"Well, if you believe the geologists, the temperature should rise one degree for every seventy feet you get 
closer to the earth's core," Will said. 

"What does that mean?" Chester asked. 

"It means we should be toast by now." 

As Will and Chester followed Cal, wondering what exactly they were getting themselves into now, the light 
grew in intensity. It seemed to pulse, sometimes bathing the jagged walls around them, and then gradually 
diminishing so that there was only a bluish haze ahead. 

They caught up with Cal just as he reached the end of the passage. A large space opened up before them. 


A single flame, about six feet high, sprouted from the central point in the space. With a loud hissing, the 
flame grew, the blue plume elongating until it had quadrupled in height, spearing up and licking into a circular 
opening in the roof above it. The heat from the flame was too much to bear, and they were forced to back away 
and cover their faces with their arms. 

"What is it?" Will asked, but neither Cal nor Chester answered, all three boys bewitched by its sheer 
beauty. For at the base of the flame, as it emerged from the blackened rock, it was almost transparent, but it 
transformed through a spectrum of colors, into shimmering yellows and reds, to a staggering range of greens, until 
it became the deepest magenta at its apex. But the overall light, the summation of these colors, was the blue that it 
cast around them, and which had led them here. They stood together, their eyes reflecting the iridescent display, 
until the hissing subsided and the flame shrank back down again. 

As if they had all snapped out ofa spell at the same instant, they turned to see what lay around them. They 
could make out a number of shadowy openings in the walls of the chamber. 

Will and Chester made for the nearest of these. As they cautiously entered it, the light from the orbs in their 
hands mingled with the blue of the residual flame to reveal man-sized bundles leaning against the walls, two or 
three deep in places. 

Wrapped in dusty cloth, each was bound several times around its girth with some type of twine. A few of 
the bundles appeared to be more recent than others, encased in a less soiled and stained cloth. But the older ones 
were so dirty as to be almost indistinguishable from the rock behind them. Closely followed by Chester, Will 
went over to one of these and held up his light to it. Strips of material had rotted and fallen away, allowing the 
boys to see what was inside. 

"Ohmygosh," Chester said, so quickly it sounded like a single word. 

Desiccated skin was drawn tightly across a skeletal face, which stared back at them from its empty eye 
sockets. Here and there the dull ivory of clean bone poked through the cracks in the dark skin. As Will moved 
his light, they could see other parts of the skeleton: Ribs protruded through the fabric, and a spiderlike hand 
rested against a hip covered with skin as tightly stretched as a piece of ancient parchment. 

"I suppose these must be dead Coprolites," Will mumbled as he and Chester followed the wall around, 
surveying the other bundles. 

"Oh. My. God," Chester repeated, slowly this time. "There are hundreds of them." 

"This has to be some sort of burial ground," Will spoke in a subdued voice, as if showing these amassed 
bodies respect. "Just like the American Indians. They left their dead on wooden platforms, on mountainsides, 
rather than bury them." 

"So, if this is some type of holy place, shouldn't we get the heck out of here? We don't want to upset these 
people, the Cupcakes or whatever they're called," Chester said urgently. 

"Coprolites," Will corrected him. 

"Coprolites." Chester pronounced the word carefully. "Right." 

"And another thing," Will said. 

"What?" Chester asked, turning to him. 

"The name Coprolites," Will continued, barely suppressing a grin. "That's just what the Colonists call them. 
If you ever meet a Coprolite, don't use that name, OK?" 

"Why?" 

"It's not very flattering. It's dinosaur droppings. It means fossilized dinosaur poo." Will smirked as he 
walked a little farther along the wall of mummified bodies, until his attention was caught by one whose shroud had 
all but disintegrated. 

He played his light on the corpse, passing the beam slowly down it length to its feet and then back up to its 
head again. Although the body was taller than either Will or Chester, it was so shrunken that it looked very small, 
and nothing at all like the cadaver ofa fully grown adult. It had a thick golden bracelet around its bony wrist, in 
which were inset chunky rectangular gemstones of red, green, dark blue, and a few with no color at all. Their 
matte surfaces glinted dully, like old cough drops. 

"I bet that's gold, and I reckon those stones could be rubies, emeralds, and sapphires... and even 
diamonds," Will said with bated breath. "Isn't this just incredible?" 

"Yeah," Chester replied, without conviction. 

"I must take a picture of this." 

"Can't we just get out of here?" Chester urged as Will shrugged off his rucksack and extricated his camera 
from it. Then Chester noticed Will was extending a hand toward the braceleted wrist. 

"Just what do you think you're doing, Will" 

"I need to move this slightly," Will said, "for a better shot." 

Will! " 

But Will wasn't listening. He had taken hold ofthe bracelet between his thumb and forefinger and was 
gently rotating it. 

"Don't, Will! Will, c'mon! You know you shouldn't..." 

The whole body quaked and then simply collapsed to the floor, throwing up a plume of dust. 

"Oops!" Will said. 

"Yeah, oops! That's great! Just great!" Chester gulped as they both took a hasty step backward. "Look 


at what you've done!" 

As the cloud settled, Will peered shamefacedly at the small mound of bones and grayish ash before him — it 
resembled a pile of old branches and twigs left over froma bonfire. The body had simply disintegrated. 

"Sorry," he said to it. With a shiver, he realized he still had the bracelet in his fingers; he dropped it on top of 
the heap. 

Any thoughts of taking pictures now abandoned, Will squatted down by his pack to put away his camera. 
He had just secured the side pocket when he noticed he'd picked up some dust on his hands in the process. Right 
away he began to inspect the ground on which he and Chester now stood. Making a face, Will quickly stood up 
and wiped his hands on his pants. 

They were treading on several inches of dust and bone fragments from decomposed cadavers. 

They were tramping in the remains of many dead bodies. 

"Let's go back a bit," Will suggested, not wanting to upset Chester even more. "Away from these." 

"Works for me," Chester answered gratefully, without inquiring why. "This is all way creepy." 

They both stepped back a distance, pausing as Will regarded the silent ranks against the walls. 

"Thousands of them must be buried here. Generations," he said thoughtfully. 

"We should really—" 

Chester stopped in mid-sentence, and Will reluctantly tore his eyes from the mummified corpses to focus on 
his friend's anxious face. 

"Did you see where Cal went?" Chester asked. 

"No," Will said, immediately concerned. 

They raced back into the central chamber, paused to peer into its corners, then edged around so they could 
see the far end, past the flame, which once again was beginning to hiss loudly and stretch its wispy apex toward 
the roof. 

"There he is!" Will exclaimed in relief as he spotted the lone figure making its way determinedly into a distant 
comer. "Why does he never stay put?" 

"You know, I've only known your brother for... what... forty-eight hours, and I have to tell you I've already 
had enough of him," Chester complained, watching Will's reaction carefully to see ifhe was offended. 

But Will didn't seem to mind in the slightest. 

"Maybe we could tether him to something?" Chester smiled wryly. 

Will hesitated for a second. "Look, we'd better go after him. He must have found something... maybe 
another way out," he said, starting after his brother. Chester glanced sidelong into the chamber containing the 
massed ranks of bodies. "Good idea," he muttered and, giving an involuntary groan, took off after Will. 

They ran at a trot, giving the flame a wide berth as it peaked at its full height again and radiated its intense 
heat. They could just about see Cal as he left the farthermost reaches of the central chamber and passed under a 
large, roughly hewn archway. They followed him through this and found themselves on an area of ground the size 
ofa soccer field, with a high canopy above it. Cal had his back to them and was clearly looking at something. 

"You can't keep running off by yourself," Will reprimanded him. 

"It's a river," Cal said, oblivious to his brother's irritation. 

Before them was a broad channel, the water sweeping quickly past and throwing up a fine, warm spray. 
They could feel it on their faces even from the bank. 

"Hey! Look there!" Cal directed Will and Chester. 

Jutting out over the water was a pier some sixty feet in length. It was constructed from rusting metal girders, 
which looked irregular and handmade. Although it didn't appear to be well built, the pier felt solid enough 
underfoot. They didn't hesitate to go to the very end, where a circular platform edged with a railing fashioned 
from odd pieces of metal was suspended. 

As their lights, which barely reached across to the opposite side of the river, picked out the white flecks of 
spume in the otherwise unbroken sheet of speeding black water, their minds played tricks on them and they felt as 
if they were racing along. Occasional splashes drenched them as the fast- flowing water dashed against the 
stanchions on the platform's underside. 

Cal leaned forward over the railing as he spoke. 

"Can't see the bank, or..." he began. 

"Careful," Will warned him. "Don't fall in." 

"...or anywhere to cross it," he finished. 

"No!" Chester immediately spoke out. "I, for one, am not putting a foot anywhere near that. The current 
looks really strong." 

Nobody disagreed, and the three of them stood there for a moment, welcoming the warm spray on their 
faces. 

Will shut his eyes and listened to the sound of the water. Behind his calm exterior, he was grappling with his 
emotions. A part of him said he should be insisting that they cross the river, even though they had no idea how 
deep it was or what lay on the other side, just to keep forging ahead. 

But what was the point? They had no idea where they were going, and there was nowhere they had to be. 
At this very moment he was deep in the earth's mantle, farther down than anyone from the surface had probably 
ever been, and why? Because of his father, who, for all he knew, was already dead. Difficult as it was for him, 


he had to consider the possibility that he might be wasting everyone's time chasing a ghost. 

Will felt a light breeze ruffle his hair and opened his eyes. He looked at his friend, Chester, and his brother, 
Cal, and saw their bright eyes gleaming in their grubby faces, entranced by the vision of the underground river 
before them. He hadn't ever seen either of them look more alive. Despite all the hardships they had suffered, they 
appeared to be happy. The doubts fell from his mind, and he felt in control of himself again. He knew it all had to 
be worth tt. 

"We're not going to cross this river," he announced. "Let's just go back to the railway track." 

"Yes," Chester and Cal both immediately answered. 

"Fine. That's decided, then," Will said, nodding to himself as the threesome turned together and walked side 
by side by side back down the pier. 


7 


Sarah strolled casually down Main Street, in no particular hurry. She couldn't explain it to herself, but there 
was something deeply reassuring about returning to the place where she had first broken out to the surface. 

It was as if by coming back, she was reaffirming that the specter she'd been running from for so very long 
now, the Colony hidden down below, really did exist. There'd been occasions in the past when she'd actually 
wondered if she wasn't just imagining the entire thing, ifthe whole basis of her life wasn't just some elaborate self- 
delusion. 

It was just after seven in the evening and the interior of the rather uninspiring Victorian building that 
proclaimed itself to be the Highfield Museum was in darkness. Farther along from the museum, she noticed with 
some surprise that Clarke Brothers, the greengrocers, appeared to have closed up shop. The shutters, painted 
with many coats of a treacly pea-green gloss, were firmly sealed. They must have been that way for some time, 
since a thick crust of fliers covered them, the most prominent advertising some recently reunited boy band and a 
New Year's used car sale. 

Sarah drew to a halt and stared at the shop. For generations, the population of the Colony had relied on the 
Clarkes for regular consignments of fresh fruit and vegetables. There were other Topsoil suppliers, but the 
brothers and their forebears had been trusted allies for as long as anyone could remember. Short of the possibility 
that they had both died, she knew they would have never closed shop, not voluntarily. 

She contemplated the sealed shutters of the storefront one last time, then moved on. The closing of Clarke 
Brothers bore out what the note from the dead mailbox had said: The Colony was subject to a lockdown, and 
the majority of the above-ground supply links had been severed. It underlined just how far things must have gone 
down below. 

Several miles later, Sarah rounded the corner onto Broadlands Avenue. As she approached the Burrowses' 
house, she saw that its curtains were drawn and there was no sign of life anywhere in the place, either. Quite the 
opposite: A discarded packing crate under the lean-to, and the unkempt front garden, spoke to her of months of 
neglect. She didn’t slow as she walked past it, glimpsing in the corner of her eye an uprooted real estate agent's 
sign in the long grass behind the chain-link fence. She continued along the row of identical houses to the end of 
the avenue, where an alleyway took her through to the Common. 

Sarah put her head back and flared her nostrils, drawing the air into her lungs, a mix of the city and the 
countryside smells. Exhaust fumes and the slightly sour scent of massed people fought with the wet grass and 
fresh vegetation around her. 

Sarah kept to the perimeter path for several hundred yards and then ducked into the foliage, pushing her 
way through the trees and shrubs until she could see the backs of the houses on Broadlands Avenue. Moving 
stealthily from one to another, she observed the occupants from the ends of their gardens. In one, an elderly 
couple sat stiffly at a dining table, drinking soup. In another, an obese man in a vest and underpants was smoking 
while he read the paper. 

The inhabitants of the subsequent two houses were lost to her, as both had their curtains pulled, but in the 
next, a young woman was standing by the windows and playing with a baby, bouncing it up and down. Sarah 
stopped, compelled to watch the woman's face. Feeling her emotions and her sense of loss begin to rise within 
her again, Sarah tore her eyes away from the mother and child and moved on. 

Finally she reached her destination. Sarah stood on the very same spot behind the Burrowses' house where 
she'd stood so many times before, hoping to catch the smallest glimpse of her son as he grew up, and away, from 
her. 

After she'd been forced to leave him behind in the church graveyard, she'd searched high and low for him all 
over Highfield. For the following two and a half years, wearing sunglasses until she became acclimatized to the 
painful daylight, she'd combed the streets and hovered outside the local schools at the end of classes. But there 
was absolutely no sign of Seth anywhere. She'd widened her search radius, venturing farther and farther afield 
until she was wandering around the neighboring London boroughs. 

Then, on a day shortly after her son's fifth birthday, she happened to be back in Highfield again when she 


caught sight of him outside the main post office. He was steady on his feet, running around wildly with a toy 
dinosaur. Already he was quite different from the child she'd left behind. Nevertheless, she had recognized him 
immediately; he was unmistakable with his unruly shock of white hair, precisely the same as hers, although she was 
now forced to use dyes to mask tt. 

She'd followed Seth and his new mother home from the shops to find out where they lived. Her first impulse 
had been to snatch him back. But it was just too dangerous with the Styx still after her. So, season after season, 
Sarah came back to Highfield, even if just for part ofa day, desperate for the briefest sighting of her son. She'd 
stare at him over the length of the garden, which was like some untraversable abyss. He grew taller and his face 
filled out, becoming so much like hers that sometimes she thought it was her own reflection she was seeing in the 
glass of the French doors. 

And on those occasions she yearned to call out over the tantalizingly short distance, but she never did. She 
couldn't. She'd often wondered how he would have reacted if she'd walked across the garden and into the house 
and, there, had clasped him to her. She felt her throat close up as the imagined scene unfurled before her like a 
preview of some television melodrama, their eyes filling with tears as they looked upon each other with startled 
mutual recognition. He would be mouthing the words Mother, Mother, over and over again. 

But all that was history now. 

And if the message from Joe Waites was to be believed, the child was now a murderer, and he had to pay 
for his crimes. 

As ifshe were ona rack, Sarah was torn between the love that she had known for her son and the hollow 
hatred that simmered at its borders, the two extremes pulling remorselessly at her. They were both so powerful 
that, caught in the middle, she was plunged into a state of confusion and an utter, overpowering numbness. 

Stop it! For the sake of all that's holy, snap out of it! What was happening to her? Her life, for years so 
controlled and disciplined, was slipping into disarray. She had to get hold of herself: She raked the nails of one 
hand over the back of the other, then did it again, and yet again, each time pressing harder, until she broke the 
skin, the stinging pain bringing a bitter relief of distraction. 


* * * * * 


Her son had been christened Seth in the Colony, but Topsoil somebody had renamed him Will. He had 
been adopted by a local couple called Burrows. While the mother, Mrs. Burrows, was a mere shadow ofa 
woman, who spent her life ensconced in front of the television, Will had evidently fallen under the spell of his 
adoptive father, who worked as the curator of the local museum. 

Sarah had followed Will on numerous occasions, trailing behind as he went off on his bicycle, a gleaming 
shovel strapped across his back. She would watch as the lonely figure, a baseball cap pulled low over his 
distinctive white locks, toiled in the rough ground at the edges of town or by the local dump. She observed him 
digging some surprisingly deep holes with guidance and encouragement, she assumed, from Dr. Burrows. How 
very, very ironic, she thought. Having eluded the tyranny of the Colony, it was as though her son was trying to 
return to it, like a salmon swimming upstream to its spawning ground. 

But though his name had been changed, what had happened to Will? Like her and her brother, Tam, he had 
Macaulay blood in him; he was from one of the oldest founding families in the Colony. How could he have 
changed so much for the worse in those years on the surface? What could have done that to him? Ifthe message 
in the dead mailbox was correct, then it was as though Will had gone insane, like some insubordinate cur that turns 
on its master. 


* * * * * 


A bird screeched somewhere above her and Sarah flinched, crouching defensively behind the low branches 
ofa conifer. She listened, but there was just the wind sifting through the trees and a car alarm sounding 
intermittently several streets away. With a last check of the Common behind her, she edged cautiously along the 
end of the Burrowses' garden. She stopped abruptly, thinking she'd seen light coming from between the closed 
curtains of the living room. Satisfied that it was just a stray beam of early moonlight poking its way through the 
clouds, she peered at the upstairs windows, one of which she knew had been Will's bedroom. She was pretty 
sure the place was deserted. 

She slipped through the gap in the hedges where a garden gate had once hung and crossed the lawn to the 
back door. She paused again to listen, then kicked over a brick at the side of the doormat. She wasn't in the 
least bit surprised to find the spare key still there — Dr. and Mrs. were a careless couple. She used it to enter the 
house. 

Closing the door behind her, she raised her head and sampled the air, which was fusty and undisturbed. 

No, nobody had been living there for months. She didn’t turn on the lights, even though her sensitive eyes were 
struggling to make out anything in the shadowy interior. Lights were just too risky. 

She stole down the hall to the front of the house and entered the kitchen. Feeling around with her hands, she 
discovered the work surfaces were clear and the cupboards emptied. Then she backtracked into the hall again 
and went into the living room. Her foot knocked against something: a roll of Bubble Wrap. Everything had been 


removed. The house was completely empty. 

So it was true: The family had been broken up. She'd read how Dr. Burrows had stumbled upon the 
Colony under Highfield and been transported to the Deeps by the Styx. Most likely he would have perished by 
now. Nobody penetrated very far into the Interior and survived. Sarah had no idea where Mrs. Burrows or her 
daughter, Rebecca, had gone, and she didn't much care. Will was her concern, very much her concern. 

Something caught her eye on the floor by the front door, and she crouched down to feel around. She found 
a pile of letters scattered on the doormat and immediately began to gather them up and cram them into her 
shoulder bag. Halfway through doing so, she thought she heard noises... a car door slamming... a muted 
footfall... and then the faintest suggestion of a low voice. 

Her nerves fired like electrical short circuits. She held absolutely still. The sounds had been muffled — she 
couldn’t tell how far away they'd been. She strained to hear anything more, but now there was only silence. 
Telling herself that it must have been somebody passing the front of the house or maybe just one of the neighbors, 
she finished collecting the last of the letters. It was high time she left. 

She hurried back through the dark hall and, stepping through the back door, had just turned to pull it shut 
when a man's voice sounded not inches from her ear. It was confident and accusatory. 

"Gotcha!" it announced. 

A large hand clamped on her left shoulder and heaved her away from the door. She jerked her head around 
to catch a glimpse of her assailant. In the scant light, she saw a triangle of lean, well-muscled cheek and a flash of 
white collar. 

Styx! 

He was strong and had the advantage of surprise, but her reaction was near-instantaneous. She swung her 
arm against his, sweeping his hand from her shoulder, then looped her arm around his in one skillful move that put 
him in a painful lock. She heard his sharp intake of breath: This wasn't going the way he thought it would. 

As she arched her body to intensify the hold on him, he tried to push himself forward to relieve the pressure 
on his elbow jomt. This brought his head within easy reach, and he'd just opened his mouth to cry out for help 
when Sarah silenced him with a single blow to the temple. He slumped unconscious onto the patio tiles. 

She had disabled her attacker with savage precision and blistering speed, but she wasn't about to stick 
around to admire her handiwork; there was more than an even chance of other Styx in the area. She had to get 
away. 

She tore across the garden, delving in her shoulder bag for her knife. As she arrived at the opening in the 
hedges, she thought she was in the clear and was already planning her escape across the Common. 

"WHAT DID YOU DO TO HIM?" came a furious shout, and a large shadow loomed in her path. 

She pulled the knife out of her bag, and the letters that she'd taken from the house came with it, flying 
through the air in a hail. But something whipped across her hand, sending the knife spinning from her grip. 

In the moonlight she saw the silver glint of the insignia, the numbers and letters on the man's uniform, and 
realized far too late that these weren't Styx. They were policemen — Topsoil policemen. And she'd already 
knocked one out for the count. Too bad. He had gotten in her way, and her self=preservation was paramount. 
She probably wouldn't have done anything differently, even if she'd known. 

She tried to dodge away from the man, but he moved quickly to block her. She immediately lashed out with 
her fist, but he was ready. 

"Resisting arrest," he growled as he swung something at her again. A billy club! She saw it the instant 
before it made contact. It struck her a glancing blow to the forehead, filling her vision with cascading pebbles of 
bright light. She didn't fall, but the club was quick to come again, swiping across her mouth. This time she folded 
to the ground. 

"Had enough yet, you crazy hag?" he seethed, his contorted mouth spitting the words into her face as he 
leaned over her. She did her best to throw another punch at him. It was pathetically weak, and he fended it off 
with ease. 

"Is that all you've got left?" He laughed caustically, then fell on her, pmning her down with his knee on her 
chest. It felt as ifan elephant were using her as a footrest. 

She tried to worm her way out from under him, but it was no use. She felt a numbness descending over her 
as she teetered on the edge of consciousness. Everything was going into a lopsided kaleidoscope: the trace of 
the club against the indigo sky, the hazy circle of the moon eclipsed by the officer's face, a ghastly pantomime 
mask. She thought she was going to pass out. 

No! 

She couldn't give up. Not now. 

From the patio, the injured policeman moaned, and Sarah's attacker was momentarily distracted. His arm 
poised above him for the next blow, he glanced quickly over at his partner. The crushing weight shifted for the 
briefest instant, enabling her to swallow a mouthful of air and regroup her senses. 

Her hands scrambled over the ground for her knife, a rock, a stick, anything she could use as a weapon. All 
she found was the long grass. The policeman's attention was back on her again; he was shouting and cursing, 
raising the club even higher. She braced herself, prepared for the inevitable, knowing it was all over. 

She was beaten. 

All of a sudden, something formless and blurred with speed attached itself to the man's arm. Sarah blinked, 


and the next instant his arm was gone, his weight lifted. There was the oddest silence; he didn't seem to be 
shouting anymore. 

It was as if time had ground to a halt. 

She couldn’t understand it. She wondered if she'd lost consciousness. The she glimpsed two massive eyes 
and a blaze of teeth like a stockade of sharpened stakes. She blinked again. 

Time restarted. The policeman let out a piercing scream and slid offher. He struggled clumsily to his feet, 
one arm hanging uselessly at his side as he tried to defend himself with the other. She couldn't see his face. 
Whatever was attacking him had wrapped itself around his head and shoulders in a storm of claws and hairless 
limbs. She saw long, sinewy hind legs raking furiously. The policeman fell flat on his back like a bowling pin as 
the onslaught continued. 

Fighting her dizziness, Sarah sat up. She pushed her bloodsoaked bangs from her eyes and squinted, trying 
to see, trying to make out what was happening. 

The clouds parted, allowing the weak moon to cast its light on the scene. She caught an outline. 

No, it couldn't be! 

She looked again, not believing what she was seeing. 

It was a Hunter, a type of large cat specially bred in the Colony. 

What in the world was it doing here? 

With the most immense effort, she crawled over to a nearby gatepost and used it to drag herselfup. Once 
on her feet, she felt so groggy and confused, she waited for several moments as she tried to collect her wits. 

"No time for this," she chastised herself as the reality of the situation came back to her. "Pull yourself 
together." 

Ignoring the groans and stifled pleas of the policeman as he continued to roll with the Hunter on top of him, 
she tottered unsteadily up the garden to where she thought her knife had landed. Retrieving it, she also gathered 
up the letters. She was determined not to leave anything behind. Feeling a little steadier on her feet, she turned to 
check on the first policeman. He lay unmoving on the patio tiles where she'd dropped him, clearly not posing any 
sort of threat. 

Back at the end of the garden, the second policeman was on his side, his hands pressed to his face as he 
moaned horribly. The Hunter had detached itself and was sitting next to him, licking a paw. It stopped as Sarah 
approached, coiling its tail neatly around its legs, and regarded her intently. It flicked its massive eyes across to 
the groaning man, as if it had had nothing to do with his condition. 

The fact that both policemen were injured and needed help was neither here nor there to Sarah. She felt no 
pity or regret at what had happened to them; they were a casualty of her own survival, nothing more, nothing less. 
She went over to the conscious policeman, stooping to unhook the radio from his jacket. 

With a speed that took her by surprise, he grabbed her wrist. But he was weak. She broke his grip without 
much effort and then tore off the radio — he made no move to stop her. She threw the radio down and stamped 
her heel into it with a crunch of broken plastic. 

With some nervousness, she took a step toward the Hunter. Although they were born killers, it was rare for 
them to attack people. There had been stories of them going rogue, turning on their masters and anyone else who 
happened to cross their paths. She had no way of knowing if this Hunter could be trusted after what it had done 
to the policeman. From the appearance of its bare skin stretched over its ribs, it was badly malnourished and 
hardly in the best condition. She wondered how long it had been fending for itself up here. 

"Where did you come from?" she asked it softly, keeping a safe distance. 

The animal angled its head toward her, as if trying to understand, and blinked once. She ventured closer, 
tentatively reaching out her hand, and it leaned forward to sniff at her fingertips. The top of its head was almost on 
a level with her hips — she'd forgotten just how big these animals were. Then it suddenly leaned toward her. She 
tensed, but it merely rubbed its head affectionately against her palm. She heard the deep rumble ofa purr kick in, 
as loud as an outboard engine on a dinghy. That was uncharacteristically friendly behavior for a Hunter. Either it 
had been slightly unhinged by its Topsoil life or it thought, for some reason, that it Anew her. But she didn’t have 
time to ponder that now — she needed to decide her next move. 

She had to get as far away as she could and, as she rubbed the rather flaky and scabbed skin under the cat's 
incredibly wide muzzle, she recognized that she owed the animal a debt of honor. She would have almost 
certainly been caught if it hadn't come to her rescue. She couldn't leave it behind. 

"Come on," she said to the cat, and made for the Common. Her bruised head began to clear slightly as she 
saw the open path ahead. They ran together toward the metal arch that marked the entrance. 

Sarah was crossing the road in the direction of Main Street, but drew to a halt once she happened to glance 
back to make sure the cat was still with her. It was sitting on the pavement by the gate, looking down the road 
that branched to the right, as if it was trying to tell her something. 

"Come on! This way!" she said impatiently, thrusting a finger in the direction of the town center and her 
hotel. "We don't have time for this..." she trailed off, realizing just how difficult it was going to be to get the animal 
through the streets and into her room without being noticed. 

The Hunter remained steadfastly facing off to the right, just as it would have done when alerting its handler 
that it had scented quarry. "What is it? What's there?" Sarah said, jogging back toward it and feeling a little 
ridiculous attempting to converse with a cat. 


She looked at her watch, weighing her options. It wouldn't be long before someone discovered the scene 
back at the Burrowses' house, and then the Common and the whole town of Highfield would be bristling with 
police. But she took consolation from the fact that nightfall had only just begun. She was in her element; she 
could use the darkness to her advantage. She had to put as much distance between her and the house as she 
could, and taking the busier streets might prove to be a mistake. Not to mention that her battered face would 
make her stick out like a sore thumb. 

She tried to see what lay in the direction the cat was pointing: Perhaps it wouldn't do any harm to set down 
a false trail and, ifnecessary, take a more roundabout route back to the hotel. As she debated with herself, the 
Hunter pawed the pavement, eager to be on the move again. 

"All right — have it your way," she said, suddenly making up her mind. She could have sworn the cat 
grinned at her before it bounded off so quickly that she struggled to keep up. 

Twenty minutes later, they entered a street she didn't know and, froma signpost, she saw that they were 
heading toward the municipal dump. The cat hung back briefly by an entrance at the end ofa long line of 
billboards, then turned into it. As Sarah followed, she could dimly make out an area of rough ground, overrun 
with weeds. 

The cat galloped past a derelict car and toward one of the corners. It seemed to know precisely where it 
was going. It skidded to a halt and stuck its nose into the air to sniffas Sarah fought to catch up. 

She wasn't far behind it when caution urged her to swing around and make sure nobody was following 
them. But when she turned again to where the cat had been, it was nowhere to be seen. As good as her night 
vision was, she had absolutely no idea where the animal had gone. All she could see were small clumps of bushes 
sprouting from the muddy soil. She took her key-ring flashlight from her bag and played it before her. Several 
yards away from where she was searching, she spotted the cat's head as it popped rather comically from out of 
the ground. 

It ducked down again, disappearing from view. She went over to investigate and found there was some 
kind of trench there, much of which was covered by a sheet of plywood. She stuck a hand in to try to feel what 
lay below — there seemed to be a sizable hollow there. She heaved the sheet aside, groaning from her aching 
ribs as she made the opening just large enough for her to get in. 

Stretching a leg tentatively into the darkness, she completely lost her footing on the loose soil. Her arms 
flailed helplessly as she tried to grab something to stop her rapid descent, but nothing presented itself: She fell 
almost twenty-five feet and landed in a sitting position with a loud crunch. Cursing quietly, she waited for the pain 
to subside, then switched on her flashlight again. 

To her astonishment, she found she'd fallen into a pit filled with what appeared to be a mass of bones. The 
floor was thick with them, all picked clean of flesh and shiny white under her light. Scooping up a handful, she 
selected a tiny femur and examined it. And as she looked around her, she spotted several small skulls. All bore 
teeth marks and, from their size, could have been rabbit or squirrel. Then she noticed a much larger skull with 
pronounced canines. 

"Dog," she said, identifying it immediately. Stuck to the skull was a chunky leather collar, darkened with 
dried blood. 

She was in the cat's lair! 

The newspaper article she'd read in the hotel suddenly came back to her. 

"So you're the one who's been snatching dogs!" she said. "You're the beast of Highfield Common," she 
added with an amazed chuckle, addressing the darkness where she could hear the cat's regular breathing. 

She got herself up, the skeletons cracking and splintering beneath her feet, and began down the gallery that 
led off the bone pit. Its sides were battened with timbers that to her practiced eye didn't look too sound — there 
were signs of wet rot and the green of excessive dampness on them. Worse still, there weren't enough of these 
props to brace the roof, as if someone had been randomly removing them without any thought for what effect it 
might have. She shook her aching head. She certainly wasn't in the safest of places, but she needed somewhere 
to recover from her injuries. 

The gallery took her lower, and then she emerged from it into a larger area. She glimpsed some 
duckboarding on the ground, its surface covered with spreading tendrils of white rot. On this was a pair of 
dilapidated armchairs positioned side by side. In one of these, the cat was sitting perfectly still, as ifit had been 
waiting for her for some time. 

She shone the light around her and gasped with surprise. At its widest pomt, the earthen chamber was 
approximately fifty feet across, but at the back end the wall had evidently collapsed, a drift of soil reaching almost 
as far as the armchairs. Water dripped steadily from the roof and, as she edged around the wall, she stepped 
straight into a puddle. It was deceptively deep, and she lost her balance. 

Cursing, her foot drenched in muddy water, she grabbed at the nearest thing she could to steady herself, one 
of the roof props. Her hand came away with a clutch of soggy splinters and she fell against the wall, her leg 
slipping even deeper into the pool. Worse still, as the prop she'd grabbed shifted, a gap opened in the bowed 
timber planks supporting the roof. A torrent of soil cascaded over her. 

"For heaven's sake!" Sarah fumed. "What stupid fool built this place?" 

She stepped out of the pool, wiping the soil from her eyes. At least she'd managed not to drop her 
flashlight, which she now used for a more detailed examination of her surroundings. She made her way carefully 


around the excavation, assessing the props, all of which appeared to be in various stages of decay. 

Pursing her lips, and asking herself what had possessed her to come down here, she turned to the cat, which 
hadn't as much as moved a muscle while she'd been flailing around. It was sitting patiently in the armchair, its head 
held high as it studied her. She could have sworn that there was something about its expression — as if it was 
quietly amused by her antics. 

"Next time you try to take me anywhere, I'll think twice about it!" she said angrily. 

Careful! She held her tongue, reminding herself what she was dealing with. Although the cat looked placid 
enough, Hunters, especially if they turned feral, could be volatile, and she shouldn't do anything that might alarm tt. 
She edged closer to the empty armchair, taking care not to make any sudden movements. 

"Mind if I sit down?" she asked in a gentle voice, holding up her muddy palms to the cat as if to show she 
meant it no harm. 

As she lowered herself into the seat, a thought began to nag at her. She was looking around the excavation, 
trying to work out exactly what it was that was bothering her, when the cat made a small lunge toward her. Sarah 
drew back, then relaxed as she saw it was merely rubbing its muzzle against her armchair. 

Sarah noticed something draped there, and slowly reached across to take it in her hands. It looked like a 
piece of damp fabric. Sitting in the armchair, she spread it open. It was a mud-soaked rugby shirt of black and 
yellow stripes. She sniffed at it. 

Despite the heavy odor of rot and damp that pervaded the air, a single smell could be perceived. Just the 
faintest trace. She sniffed it again to make sure she wasn't mistaken, and then looked intently at the cat. Her 
brow furrowed as a bubble rising to the surface of water, it suddenly burst into the open. 

"This was his, wasn't it?" she said, holding the shirt in front of the cat's scarred muzzle. "My son, Seth, wore 
this... and so he... he must have dug this place! Goodness, I never knew he'd gotten quite this far down!" 

For a few seconds, she peered around the excavation with renewed interest. But then she was thrown once 
more into a tumult of conflicting emotions. Before the note, she'd have been in raptures about being here in her 
son's excavation, as if it brought her closer to him. But now, she couldn't enjoy the discovery — indeed, she felt 
uneasy in the place, uneasy about the hands that had created tt. 

Another thought exploded in her mind. She turned to the animal, which hadn't once averted its unwinking 
eyes from her. "Cal? Were you Cal's Hunter?" 

At the mention of the name, the cat twitched a cheek, drops of moisture on its long whiskers sparkling in her 
light. 

She raised her eyebrows at the animal. "You were, weren't you?" she spluttered. 

With a frown, she sank deeper into thought for a few seconds. Ifthis cat was indeed Cal's, then it might 
substantiate what Joe Waites had written in his note: that Seth had forced Cal to go with him Topsoil before 
dragging him down to the Deeps. That would explain the cat's presence here — it had accompanied Cal when he 
had escaped to the surface. 

"So, somehow, you got out of the Colony with... with Seth?" she said, thinking out loud. "But you know 
him as Will, don't you?" She carefully enunciated the name again, watching for a reaction from the cat. But this 
time there was no sign of recognition. 

She fell silent. Jf it was true that Cal had been on the surface, then was everything else true about 
Seth? The implications were too much for her. It was as ifall her love for her eldest son was slowly being 
sucked out of her to make room for something ugly and vengeful. 

"Cal," she said, wanting to see the animal's reaction again. It cocked its head toward her, then slid its eyes 
back to the entrance of the excavation. 

Wishing the cat were able to answer all the hundreds of questions knocking around her confused mind, she 
let her head sink back against the chair. She found herself gradually succumbing to sheer fatigue. Hearing the 
shifting and groaning of the timbers around her and the occasional patter of falling soil, she briefly took in the 
various roots dangling from the roof above, before her eyelids grew too heavy. As her finger slipped from the 
button on her flashlight, the chamber was plunged into darkness, and she was almost at once asleep. 
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The boys retraced their steps past the flickering blue flame and back into the railway tunnel. In a little more 
than twenty minutes, they reached where the train had come to a stop. 

Crouched by the guard's car, its dust-filmed windows now dark, they looked down the locomotive's lone 
line to where the engine sat. But nobody was in evidence — it seemed the train was completely unattended. 

Then they moved their attention to the rest of the space. From what they could see, the cavern before them 
was at least several hundred feet from side to side. 

"So this is the Miners' Station," Will said under his breath, focusing on the area to the left of the cavern, 
which was dotted with a line of lights. It didn't look like much, consisting of a row of rather ordinary, single-story 
shacks. 


"Not exactly platform nine and three-quarters, is it?" Chester muttered. 

"No... I thought it would be far bigger," Will said in a disappointed voice. "Hardly remarkable," he added, 
using the phrase his father would utter when unimpressed by something. 

"Nobody sticks around here for long," Cal said. 

Chester looked distinctly uncomfortable. "I don't think we should, either," he whispered nervously. "Where 
is everybody? The guard and the train driver?" 

"Inside the buildings, probably," Cal told him. 

There was a noise, a muted rumbling like distant thunder, and then a huge clattering began. 

"What's that?" Chester exclaimed with alarm as they all shrank back into the tunnel. 

Cal was pointing above the train. "No, look, they're just loading up for the return journey." 

They saw large chutes poised above the higher-sided train cars. At least the diameter of an average trash 
can, they were cylindrical and appeared to be made from sections of sheet metal riveted together. Something was 
gushing from their mouths at great speed and hitting the metal beds of the freight cars with a massive clamor. 

"Now's our chance!" Cal urged the others. He got up and, swooping around the back of the guard's car, 
belted down by the side of the train before Will could object. 

"There he goes again," Chester moaned, but just the same he and Will took off after the younger boy, 
keeping to the lee of the train like Cal was doing. 

They ran down the line of lower cars, passing the one in which they had spent the journey, then continued 
beside their higher-sided counterparts. Dust and debris sprayed over their heads, and they had to pause several 
times to wipe it from their eyes. It took the boys a full minute to travel the length of the train, enough time for the 
loading to be completed. A few remaining scatters of whatever the material was fell from the row of chutes, and 
the air was laced with a gritty dust. 

Uncoupled from the train, the steam engine was farther along the track, but Cal had tucked down beside the 
last of the higher cars. As soon as Will and Chester caught up with him, Will lashed out, cuffing his brother 
around the head. 

"Oi!" Cal yelped, raising his fists as if about to retaliate. "What was that for?" 

"That was for running off again, you stupid little spud," Will chided him in a low, furious voice. "If you keep 
doing things like that, we're going to get caught." 

"Well, they didn't catch us... and how else could we get through here?" his brother defended himself 
vehemently. 

Will didn't answer. 

Cal blinked slowly, as if to say his brother was being tedious, and simply turned his head away to look into 
the distance. "We need to go down th—" 

"No way," Will said. "Chester and I are going to check first before any of us does anything. You just stay 
put!" 

Cal obeyed reluctantly, flopping onto the ground with a bad-tempered groan. 

"You all right?" Will asked Chester as he heard a loud snuffling noise behind him. He twisted around to 
look. 

"This stuff gets everywhere," Chester complained, then proceeded to blow his nose by clamping each nostril 
in turn with his fingers to clear them of the dust. 

"That's disgusting," Will said under his breath as Chester pinched a dangling skein of snot and flicked it to the 
ground. "Do you have to do that?" 

Taking no heed of his friend's distaste, Chester squinted at Will's face, then examined his own hands and 
arms. "We're certainly well camouflaged," he observed. If their faces and clothes had been filthy before from the 
continuous stream of carbon-black smoke on the train, they were even filthier now after being showered during 
the loading of the freight cars. 

"Yeah, well, if you're quite finished," Will said, "let's recce the station." 

On their elbows, he and Chester edged around the front of the car until they had an uninterrupted view of 
the buildings. There was absolutely no sign of any activity. 

Making not the slightest effort to keep his head down, Cal disobeyed Will's orders and joined them. He 
couldn't seem to stay still, positively vibrating with impatience. "Listen, the railwaymen are in the station, but 
they're going to come out soon. We have to get out of this place before they do," he insisted. 

Will considered the station buildings again. "Well, OK, but we all stick together and only go as far as the 
engine. Got that, Cal?" 

They moved swiftly from the cover of the car, running half crouched until they came alongside the massive 
engine. Every so often it vented hissing jets of steam, as if it were a dragon in deep slumber. They could feel the 
warmth that still emanated from its giant boiler. Chester foolishly placed his hand on one of the massive plates of 
pitted steel that formed its slab-sided base and retracted it quickly. "Ow!" he said. "It's still really hot." 

"You don't say," Cal muttered sarcastically as they skirted around to the front of the massively proportioned 
machine. 

"It's awesome! Looks exactly like a tank," Chester said in schoolboy wonder. With its huge interlocking 
armor plates and giant cowcatcher, it certamly did resemble a military vehicle of some kind, an old battle tank. 

"Chester, we really don't have time to admire the choo-choo!" Will said. 


"I wasn't," he mumbled in response, still ogling the engine. 

They began to debate their next move. 

"We should go down there," Cal said forcefully, indicating the direction with his thumb. 

"Blah, blah, blah," Chester mocked under his breath, giving Cal a disdainful stare. "Here we go again." 

Will studied the area of the cavern his brother had pointed to. Across a stretch of about fifty yards of open 
ground was what could have been an opening in the cavern wall, metal ramps descending on either side of it from 
some structure above. Will couldn't see enough in the murkiness to be sure if it was a way out. 

"I can't tell what's there," he said to Cal. "Too dark." 

"That's exactly why we should go there," his brother replied. 

"But what if the Colonists come out before we reach it?" Will asked. "There's no way they can miss us." 

"They're on a break," Cal replied, shaking his head at Will. "We'll be OK if we go right now." 

Chester chimed in. "We could always back off... into the tunnel again and wait until the train's gone." 

"That could be hours. We've got to go now," Cal said, his voice brimming with irritation. "While we've still 
got the chance." 

"Hang back," Chester immediately countered, turning to Cal. 

"Go now," Cal insisted tetchily. 

"No, we—" Chester came back at him, but Cal raised his voice and didn't let him finish. 

"You don't know anything," he sneered. 

"Who died and made you boss?" Chester swiveled around to his friend, looking for support. "You're not 
going to listen to this, are you, Will? He' just a stupid brat." 

"Shut up," Will hissed through gritted teeth, his eyes on the station. 

"I saw we—" Cal declaimed loudly. 

Will shot out his hand and clapped it roughly over his brother's mouth. "I said shut it, Cal. Two of them. 
Over there," he whispered urgently into Cal's ear, then slowly took his hand away. 

Cal and Chester sought out the two railwaymen, who were standing under a portico that ran along the front 
of several of the station buildings. They had just emerged from one of the shacks, and strains of bizarre music 
filtered across to the boys through the open door. 

They were wearing bulky blue uniforms and some type of breathing apparatus over their heads, and as the 
boys watched they lifted these up so they could drink from the large tankards each of them had in his hands. Even 
from where the boys were positioned, they could hear the men's grumbling tones as they stepped a few paces 
forward and stopped, idly perusing the train, and then turned to point out something in the gantry high above tt. 

After several minutes, they turned on their heels and went back inside the shack, slamming the door behind 
them. 

"Right! Let's go!" Cal said. He chose to look only at Will, studiously avoiding Chester. 

"Cut it out," Will growled. "We go when we all decide. We're in this together." 

Cal started to reply, his upper lip lifted in an aggressive snarl. 

"This isn't some children's game, you know," Will shot at him before he could speak. 

The younger boy huffed loudly and, rather than continue to challenge Will, turned on Chester, glowering 
fiercely. 

"You... you Topsoiler!" Cal spat. 

Chester was completely unfazed by this and, raising an eyebrow, gave Will a small shrug. 

So they remained there, Will and Chester carefully watching the frontage of the station while Cal drew 
pictures in the dirt that had a remarkable resemblance to Chester, with squarish bodies and blocky heads. Every 
so often he chuckled evilly to himself and wiped them over, only to begin drawing again. 

After five minutes with no further sign of the railwaymen, Will spoke. "Right, I reckon they've settled in. I 
say we should go now. Happy, Chester?" 

Chester gave a single nod, looking distinctly unhappy. 

"At last," Cal said, leaping to his feet and rubbing his hands together to shake off the dust. In an instant he 
was in the full glare of the lights on the open ground, striding cockily away. 

"What's his problem?" Chester said to Will. "He's going to get us all killed." 

In the darkness by the cavern wall, they stepped between the pair of ramps and discovered that there was 
indeed a way through, a sizable cleft in the rock. Cal had struck it lucky with his suggestion and wasn't going to 
let this go unnoticed. 

"I was r—" he started. 

"Yeah, I know, I know," Will interrupted. "This time." 

"What are those?" Chester said, noticing a number of structures as they entered a new stretch of tunnel. 
They were almost buried by large drifts of silt along one side of the wall. Some were like huge cubicles and others 
were circular in shape. Odd pieces of metal and debris lay discarded around them. The boys approached one of 
the structures, which, close up, looked like a giant honeycomb built of gray brick. As Will was wading through 
the silt to get closer, his foot flipped something over. He stooped to retrieve whatever it was. Hard, flat, and with 
undulating edges, it fit the palm ofhis hand. He kept hold of it as he went up to the honeycomb structure. 

"There'll be a hatch down here," Cal said, pushing past his brother. He cleared the accumulated silt away at 
the base of the structure with his boot. Sure enough, there was a smallish door, about a foot and a half square, 


ye 


which, as he squatted down and yanked it open a little, squealed loudly on dry hinges. Dark ash spilled out. 

"How did you know that?" Will asked. 

Rising to his feet, Cal snatched the object from his brother's grip and rapped it hard against the rounded 
surface of the structure beside him. The object gave offa dull but slightly glassy sound, and fragments broke from 
it. "This is a piece of slag." He swung his foot at a pile of dirt, sending it flying. "And I'm willing to bet there'll be 
some charcoal under all this." 

"So?" Chester inquired. 

"So these are furnaces," Cal replied confidently. 

"Really?" Will said, bending to peer in through the hatch. 

"Yes, I've seen these before, in the foundries in the South Cavern of the Colony." Cal lifted his chin and 
regarded Chester truculently, as if he had proved his superiority over the older boy. "The Coprolites must've been 
smelting pig iron here." 

"An age ago, by the looks of it," Will said, gazing around the place. 

Cal nodded, and, there being nothing else worthy of note, they trooped along the tunnel in silence. 

"He's a smart aleck," Chester said when Cal was far enough ahead to be out of earshot. 

"Look, Chester," Will replied in a low voice, "he's probably scared stiff by this place, like all the Colonists 
are. And don't forget, he's a lot younger than either of us. He's just a kid." 

"That's no excuse." 

"No, it's not, but you have to make a bit of an allowance," Will suggested. 

"That's no good down here, Will, and you know it!" Chester blurted. Noticing that Cal had heard his 
outburst and turned to look at them curiously. Chester immediately dropped his voice. "There's no room for 
anyone to mess up. What, do you think we can ask the Styx for a second chance, like having another life in some 
stupid video game? Get real, will you?" 

"He won't let us down," Will said. 

"Are you willing to bet your life — your one life — on that?" Chester asked him. 

Will just shook his head as they continued to plod along. He knew that there was nothing he could say to 
change his friend's opinion, and maybe Chester was right. 

Away from the furnaces and the mounds of silt, they found the floor of the tunnel compacted, as if many feet 
had trodden it into a firm surface. Although they kept to the main tunnel, every so often smaller passages spun off 
from it. Some of these were high enough to stand in, but the majority were mere crawlways. The boys had no 
intention of leaving the main thoroughfare, and they eventually came to a place where the tunnel split. 

"So, which way now?" Chester asked as he and Will neared Cal, who had come to a stop. The boy had 
spotted something lying at the base of the wall and went over to it, nudging it with his toe cap. It was a signpost of 
bleached, splintery wood with two "hands" affixed to the top of a broken-off stake, their fingerlike extensions 
pointing in opposite directions. Cal picked up the stake and held it so Will could read the barely legible writing 
carved into each. 

"This says Crevice Town, which must be the tunnel to the right. This..." he faltered, "I can't quite make it 
out... the end's been chewed off... I think it says The Great something or other?" 

"The Great Plain," Cal volunteered immediately. 

Will and Chester regarded him with not a little surprise. 

"Heard my Uncle Tam's friends talk about it once," he explained. 

"Well, what else did you hear? And what's this town like? Is it a Coprolite place?" Will asked him. 

"I don't know." 

"Come on, should we go there?" Will pressed him. 

"I really don't know anything more," Call replied indifferently, letting the sign slide to the ground. 

"Well, I like the sound of the town. Bet my dad would have gone there. What do you think, Chester, do 
we go that way?" 

"Whatever," Chester answered, still staring distrustfully at Cal. 

But as they ambled along, it became evident in only a few hours that the route they'd chosen wasn't a main 
thoroughfare like the tunnel they'd left behind. The floor was rougher and loosely packed, with large chunks of 
stone strewn across it, suggesting that it wasn't used very often. And, even worse, they were forced to climb over 
large falls of rock where the roof or walls had partially collapsed. 

Just as they began to deliberate whether to turn back, they rounded a corner and their lights cut a swath 
through the darkness to reveal a structure barring their path. It was regular and clearly man-made. 

"So there is something here after all," Will said with a gush of relief. 

As they neared the obstruction, the tunnel ballooned into a larger cavity. Their lights revealed a tall, 
fencelike structure with two towers, each about thirty feet in height, which formed a gateway of sorts. Stretching 
high between the towers, a metal panel proclaimed CREVICE TOWN in crude cut-out letters. 

Crunching on the cinders and gravel, they ventured cautiously forward. On either side, the tall fence ran 
uninterrupted, completely blocking the width of the cavern. There was nowhere else to go but under the open 
gateway. Nodding at one another, they crept through tt. 

"Looks like a ghost town," Chester said, observing the rows of huts arranged on either side of the central 
avenue where they were now walking. "There can't be anyone living here," he added hopefilly. 


If any of the boys had been nursing the illusion that the huts might be occupied, this was dispelled as soon as 
they saw the condition they were in. Many had simply collapsed in on themselves. Of those that were still 
standing, their doors were open or missing altogether, and every single window was broken. 

"Just going to check inside this one," Will said. With Chester waiting nervously behind him, he negotiated his 
way through a pile of timber in the threshold, gripping the doorjamb to steady himself. The whole structure 
groaned and heaved ominously. 

"Be careful, Will!" Chester warned, moving a safe distance back in case the hut came crashing down. 
"Looks a bit dodgy." 

"Yeah," Will muttered, but he was not going to be deterred. He ventured farther inside and shone his light 
around as he threaded his way through the debris scattered across the floor. 

"It's full of bunk beds," he reported back to the others. 

"Bunk beds?" Cal echoed inquiringly from outside while Will continued to nose around the interior. There 
was a splintery crash as his foot went through the floor. 

"Blast!" He extricated his foot, and began to carefully reverse out again. He'd seen enough, given the 
parlous condition of the floor. "Nothing here," he shouted, and returned outside. 

They continued down the central avenue until Cal broke the silence. 

"Can you smell that?" he asked Will suddenly. "It's sharp, like—" 

"Ammonia. Yes," Will cut in. He played his light on the area in front of his feet. "It seems to be coming 
from... from the ground. It feels sort of damp," he observed, grinding the ball of his foot into the cavern floor and 
then squatting down. He took a pinch of the soil and held it under his nose. "Phew, it is this stuff It stinks! 
Looks like dried bird droppings. Isn't it called guano?" 

"Birds. That's OK," Chester said in a relieved voice, recalling the harmless flock they'd encountered in the 
Colony. 

"No, not birds, this is different," Will immediately corrected himself: "And it's sort of fresh. It feels really 
squidgy." 

"Oh crikey," Chester sputtered, looking frantically in all directions. 

"Yuck! There are things in it," Will observed, adjusting his weight from one leg to the other as he remained 
squatting. 

"What things?" Chester all but jumped into the air. 

"Insects. See them?" 

Shining their lights by their feet, Chester and Cal saw what Will was talking about. Beetles the size of well 
fed cockroaches crawled ponderously over the slimy surface of the amassed droppings. They had creamy-white 
carapaces, and their similarly colored feelers twitched rhythmically as they went. Other, darker insects were 
around them, but these were harder to observe, apparently more sensitive to the light, since they scuttled rapidly 
away. 

As the boys watched, just within their pooled circle of light a large beetle flapped open its carapace. Will 
chuckled with fascination as its wings hummed into life with the sound ofa clockwork toy and it took to ungainly 
flight. Once in the air, it weaved erratically from side to side until it vanished from view, into the gloom. 

"There's a complete ecosystem here," Will said, engrossed by the variety of insects he was finding. As he 
scratched around in the droppings, he uncovered a large, engorged, pale-colored grub as big as his thumb. 

"Grab that. We might be able to eat it," Cal said. 

"Ewww!" quivered Chester, stamping his feet. "Don't be gross!" 

"No, no, he's being serious," Will said flatly. 

"Can we just get going again?" Chester begged. 

Will reluctantly pulled himself away from the insects and they resumed their walk down the central avenue. 
They were at the last of the huts when Will beckoned them to a halt again. 

"Feel that breeze? I think it's coming from up there," Will observed. "This whole area has some type of 
netting over it. Look at the holes." 

They peered above the tops of the huts, where they could see a layer of mesh. Weighed down with debris, 
in some places it sagged so much it almost touched the roofs of the huts, while in others the mesh was absent 
altogether. They tried to shine their lights up through one of these openings, past the torn strands of the mesh and 
into the void high above. But the orbs weren't strong enough, and only revealed an ominous darkness. 

"So that could be the crevice this place was named after?" Will pondered aloud. 

"HEY!" Cal hollered at the top his voice, making the other two start. Vague echoes of his shout 
reverberated across the void. "It's big," he said unnecessarily. 

Then they heard a noise. 

Gentle to begin with, similar to the sound when pages ofa book are being fanned through, it was growing 
louder at an alarming rate. 

Something was stirring, waking. 

"More beetles?" Chester asked, hoping that was all it was. 

"Uh, no, I don't think so," Will said, scanning the space above their heads. "That shout might not have been 
such a great idea, Cal." 

Chester immediately turned on the younger boy. "What have you done now, you little jerk?" he said in an 


urgent whisper. 

Cal made a face. 

All ofa sudden, from holes in the mesh up above the boys' heads, dark shapes dipped down, swooping at 
them. Their wingspans were huge and their screeches echoed off the walls like unearthly, high-pitched feedback, 
hitting the very limits of the boys' hearing. 

"Bats!" Cal yelled, recognizing the sound right away. Chester howled in panic as he and Will remained 
rooted to the spot, mesmerized by the spectacle of the hurtling mammals. 

"Run, you idiots!" Cal bawled at them, already taking to his heels. 

Within seconds, the air was thick with the flying animals. They flicked past so quickly that Will couldn't 
keep track of any single one. 

"This isn't good!" he exclaimed as leathery wings thrummed currents of dry air around their heads. The bats 
began to plunge at the boys, swerving aside just at the last moment. 

Will and Chester raced down the avenue after Cal, not thinking, not caring, where they were going as long 
as they got away from the onslaught of airborne monsters. They were driven by a single thought, almost a 
primordial fear: to escape from these screeching, oversized beasts. 

As if in answer to their plight, a house loomed out of the darkness ahead. At two stories high, its austere 
façade towered over the low huts. It appeared to be constructed ofa light-colored stone, and all its windows 
were shuttered. 

"Quick! Over here!" Cal cried as he spotted that the front door was slightly ajar. 

In the midst of all this nightmarish confusion, Will glanced behind just in time to see a particularly large bat 
hurtle straight into the back of Chester's head. He heard the soft thud as it struck. The size ofa soccer ball, its 
body was black and solid. The collision sent Chester sprawling. Will raced over to help his friend, while trying to 
protect his own face with his arm. 

Shouting, he pulled Chester to his feet. And with the boy slightly dazed and running unsteadily, Will guided 
him toward the strange house. Will was lashing out in front of himself, trying to ward off the beasts, when one 
careened into his rucksack. He was knocked sideways but managed to keep his balance by hanging on to the 
still-befuddled Chester. 

Will saw that the bat had dropped to the ground, one of its wings twisted and flapping uselessly. A second 
one flicked down, alighting next to the first. Then yet more, until the injured animal was almost completely hidden 
from sight by clambering bats. As the felled creature struggled futilely to get away, trying to crawl from under the 
others, Will saw them snapping at it, their tiny pinlike teeth colored scarlet with blood. They attacked mercilessly, 
nipping at its thorax and abdomen as it began to squeal in pain. 

Ducking and stumbling with Chester beside him, Will continued along the remainder of the avenue. They 
staggered up the front steps of the house, under the porch, then through the door. Cal slammed it shut behind 
them. Several bangs followed as bats dashed against it, then others brushed their winds over its surface. This 
fracas soon died down, leaving only their strange piping calls. 

The boys found they were in an imposing hallway replete with a large chandelier, its intricate design gray and 
furred with dust. A pair of elegantly curving staircases, which swept up to a landing, flanked this foyer. The place 
appeared to be empty; there was no furniture and just the odd tatter of curling wallpaper hung on the dark walls. 
It looked as though it had been uninhabited for years. 

Will and Cal began to wade through the dust, which was nearly as thick as driven snow. Chester, still 
shaken, leaned over by the front door, panting heavily. 

"Are you all right?" Will called back to him, the sound of his voice quiet and muffled in the strange house. 

"I think so." Chester straightened up and stretched his head back, rubbing his neck to alleviate the 
soreness. "Feels like I was hit with a basketball." As he inclined his head forward again, he noticed something. 

"Hey, Will, you should see this." 

"What's up?" 

"Looks like someone broke in here before us," Chester replied nervously. 
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The small fire pirouetted on the scraps of timber, filling the earthen chamber with flickering light. Sarah was 
rotating a makeshift spit over the flames, on which two small carcasses were skewered. The sight and smell of the 
gently browning meat made her realize how hungry she was. The cat must have felt the same way, if the 
necklaces of milky drool dangling for its muzzle were anything to go by. 

"Good work," she said with a sidelong glance at the animal, which hadn't needed any encouragement to go 
out and forage food for both of them. In fact, it had seemed relieved to do what it was trained for. In the Colony, 
its role as a Hunter would have been to trap vermin, particularly eyeless rat, which was considered a rare 
delicacy. 

In the light of the fire, Sarah had an opportunity to inspect the cat more thoroughly. Its bald skin, like an old, 


partially deflated balloon, was crisscrossed with lacerations and, around its neck, a number of these were a livid 
purple and had clearly been recently inflicted. 

Across one of its shoulders was a nasty-looking gouge, flecked with spots of sickly yellow. The injury was 
bothering the cat, since it kept trying to clean the wound with its forepaw. Sarah knew she'd have to attend to the 
injury before long — it was badly infected. That was, if she wanted the animal to live. But considering the 
possibility of some kind of link with her family, she felt she couldn't just desert it. 

"So who did you belong to? Cal or my... my... husband? " she asked, finding it difficult to utter the word. 
She gently stroked the cat's cheek as it continued to stare fixedly at the roasting carcasses. It wasn't wearing a 
collar with any form of identification, but this didn't surprise her. It wasn't common practice in the Colony, as 
Hunters were expected to move through narrow passages and crawlways, and a collar might catch on rocks and 
hinder the animal in the chase. 

Sarah coughed and rubbed her eyes. It wasn't an entirely satisfactory arrangement to have a fire burning 
underground; the kindling, which was too damp to begin with, had to be kept aloft from the pools of water on the 
chamber floor by a platform she'd fashioned from a pile of rocks. And, since there was nowhere for the smoke to 
go, it was filling the chamber so thickly that her eyes kept weeping. 

Above all else, she hoped that they were far enough away from anybody that the smell of cooking wouldn't 
be detected. She consulted her watch. It was nearly twenty-four hours since the incident, and any searches, 
particularly using dogs, would be unlikely to extend as far as the wasteland above. The police would be 
concentrating their efforts of the immediate area of the crime scene and on the Common itself. 

No, she didn't think it at all likely that she would be discovered here — in any case, none of the police 
would have the finely developed sense of smell that most Colonists possessed. It occurred to her how 
remarkably safe she felt down here in the excavation — and being underground again probably played no small 
part in this. The earthen hollow was a home away from home. 

She took up her knife and dug the tip into each carcass. 

"Right, dinner's ready," she announced to the cat at her side. It was rapidly switching its expectant gaze 
from her to the food and back again, with all the regularity of a metronome. She slipped the first carcass, the 
pigeon, from the spit and onto a folded newspaper in her lap. 

"Careful. Hot," she warned, dangling the still-impaled squirrel in front of the cat. But she was wasting her 
breath: The cat lunged forward, snapping its jaws around the carcass and snatching it off. It immediately scurried 
away into a dark corner where she could hear it eating noisily, all the time purring furiously. 

She juggled the pigeon from one hand to the other, blowing on it as if it were a hot potato. When it had 
cooled sufficiently, she quickly started on one of the wings, nipping at the meat with her teeth. As she moved on 
to the breast, tearing off slivers and devouring them appreciatively, she began to assess her situation. 

Her cardinal rule for survival was never to stay put for any longer than she had to, particularly when the heat 
was on. Although her face was a mess from the fight with the policemen, she'd cleaned off the blood and done 
her best to mask the worst of the bruises. She'd used her makeup kit for this, something she carried with her 
wherever she went, since her lack of pigmentation, her albinism, forced her to use a blend of sunscreen and 
foundation cream to protect herself from the sun. So she felt confident that her appearance wouldn't attract 
attention if she decided to set foot outside the dugout. 

Sucking thoughtfully on a tiny bone, she remembered the papers she'd taken from the doormat in the 
Burrowses' house. She wiped the grease from her hands with a handkerchief and pulled out the clutch of letters 
from her bag. These were the usual fliers for plumbing services and freelance house painters, which she examined 
one by one under the light from the dying fire before she fed them to the flames. Then she came across something 
that looked far more interesting, a manila envelope with a badly typed label. It was to the attention of Mrs. C. 
Burrows, and the return address was the local services agency. 

Sarah wasted no time tearing it open. As she read it, somewhere in the shadows there was a sharp 
snapping noise: The cat cracked open the squirrel's skull between its jaws, then licked greedily at the animal's 
exposed brain with its rasping tongue. 

Sarah looked up from the letter. Suddenly her path became clear. 


10 


Will and Cal waded back through the dust to the front door and directed their lights where Chester was 
pointing. He was right — the edge of the door had been broken off, and not so long ago, if the lighter-colored 
wood that had been exposed was anything to go by. 

"Looks new to me," Chester noted. 

"We didn’t do that, did we?" Will asked Cal, who shook his head. "Then we should give this place the 
once-over, just to make sure," he said. 

Keeping together, they moved down the hallway until they reached a pair of large doors, which they flung 
open. The dust rose up in waves ahead of them, like a visual premonition of their every move. But even before it 


had begun to settle, they were taking in the size of the room and its impressive features. The depth of the skirting 
and the elaborate ceiling moldings — an intricate lattice of plasterwork interlacing above them — hinted at its 
former grandeur. It could have been a ballroom or a formal dining room, given its dimensions and position in the 
house. As they stood around in the middle of the room, they couldn't help but chuckle because the whole 
scenario was so unexpected and inexplicable. 

Will sneezed several times, irritated by the dust. "T'I tell you something," he said, sniffing and wiping his 
nose. 

"What?" Chester asked. 

"This place is a disgrace. It's even worse than my bedroom back home." 

"Yep, the maid definitely missed this room!" Chester laughed. As he made the motions of pushing a vacuum 
cleaner around the floor, he and Will completely cracked up, howling with laughter. 

Shaking his head, Cal gave them a look as if they'd taken leave of their senses. The boys resumed their 
exploration, padding gently through the dust and checking the adjoining rooms. They were mostly small utility 
rooms, all similarly bare, so they retraced their steps to the hallway, where Will pushed open a door at the foot of 
one of the staircases. 

"Hey! Books!" he said. "It's a library!" 

Except for two large windows that had their shutters closed, the walls were covered with shelf upon shelf of 
books, all the way up to the high ceiling. The room was some one hundred feet square, and toward its farthest 
end was a table, around which a couple of chairs lay toppled over. 

All three of them spotted the footprints at the same time: They were difficult to miss in the otherwise perfect 
carpet of dust. Cal placed his boot inside one, measuring it for size. There were a couple of inches between his 
toes and the front of the imprint. He and Will caught each other's eye, and Will nodded at him, then began to peer 
nervously into the shadowy corners of the room. 

"The tracks go over there," Chester whispered. "To the table." 

The footprints led from the door where the boys now stood, over to the shelves, and then circled around the 
table several times, disappearing into a jumbled confusion behind it. 

"Whoever it was," Cal observed, they went back out again." He was stooping to examine another, less 
obvious set of tracks that went past a wall of shelves, then meandered back toward the door. 

Will had stepped farther into the room and was holding up his light to inspect the corners. "Yeah, it's 
empty," he confirmed as the others joined him by the long table. 

They fell silent, listening to the occasional fluttering and high-pitched call from the bats on the other side of 
the shutters. 

"I'm not going back out there, not until those bloodsucking beasties have gone away again," Chester said as 
he leaned against the table. His shoulders sagged as he blew wearily through his lips. 

"Yes, I think we should stop here for a while," Will agreed, heaving off his rucksack and placing it on the 
table next to Chester. 

"So are we going to check out the rest of the house or not?" Cal pressed Will. 

"Don't know about you two, but I need something to eat first," Chester cut in. 

Will noticed how, quite suddenly, Chester's speech had become slurred. All the walking they'd done, and 
the attack of the bats, had obviously taken it out of him. Will reminded himself that his friend was probably still 
suffering from the aftereffects of the rough treatment he'd received in the Hold. 

Making his way toward the door, Will turned to Chester. "Why don't you keep an eye on things here while 
Cal and I..." he said, trailing off as the books on the shelves caught his eye. "These bindings are awesome," he 
said, scanning his light over them. "They're pretty old." 

"Really," Chester said disinterestedly. He undid the flap on Will's pack and fished out an apple. 

"Yeah. This one's interesting. It's called The Rise and Progress of Religion in the Soul by..." He wiped 
away the dust and then leaned in to peer at the rest of the gilt lettering on the dark leather spine. "By Reverend 
Philip Doddridge." 

"Sounds gripping," Chester commented through a mouthful of apple. 

Will gently slid the book out from between the other grand-looking tomes and flipped it open. Fragments of 
the pages spewed up into his face, the rest of the paper reduced to a powdery residue that seeped onto the floor 
by his feet. 

"Blast!" he said, holding up the empty book cover with an expression of pure disappointment on his face. 
"What a shame. Must be the heat." 

"Looking forward to a good read, were you," Chester chuckled as he lobbed the apple core over his 
shoulder and then began to root around in the rucksack for more food. 

"Ha-ha. Very funny," Will retorted. 

"Let just get on with it, shall we?" Cal said impatiently. 

Will ventured upstairs with his brother to check that the rest of the house was indeed unoccupied. Among 
all the empty rooms, Cal came across a small washroom. This consisted ofa limescale-encrusted tap protruding 
from the tiled wall over an old copper bowl set into a wooden shelf. He pushed back the lever at the top of the 
tap. There was a knocking sound that seemed to come from the walls themselves. 

As the racket continued, transforming into a low, whining vibration, will bounded out of the room he'd been 


investigating and down the long corridor that led back to the landing. He paused to look over the splintered 
balustrade to the hall below, then dashed into the corridor where Cal had gone. Calling his brother's name, he 
stuck his head through each doorway until he found him. 

"What's going on? What have you done?" Will demanded. 

Cal didn't answer. He was staring fixedly at the tap. As Will watched, a dark molasseslike fluid oozed from 
it, and then clear water flowed from the spout with a huge gush, much to the boys' delight. 

"Do you think it's safe to drink?" Will asked. 

"Ahhh, beautiful. Nothing wrong with that! Must be froma spring." 

"Well, at least we've solved our water problem," Will congratulated him. 


* * * * * 


Having gorged himself on food, Chester slept for several hours atop the library table. When he finally 
awoke and learned of the washroom discovery from Will, he slipped out to have a look for himself and didn't 
reappear for some time. 

When he finally did come back, the skin on his face and neck was red and blotchy where he'd evidently 
aggravated his eczema in an attempt to scrub off the ingrained dit, and his hair was wet and slicked back. The 
way he looked now, in his cleaned-up state, reminded will of how they'd once been. It brought back memories of 
less troubled times before they stumbled upon the Colony, of their life back in Highfield. 

"That's better," Chester mumbled self-consciously, avoiding the others' gazes. Cal, who had been taking a 
nap on the floor, propped himself up and, still not fully awake, regarded Chester with a kind of bleary amusement. 

"Why'd you do that?" he asked wryly. 

"Smelled yourself lately?" Chester fired back at him. 

"No." 

"I have," Chester said, wrinkling his nose. "And it's not very pleasant!" 

"Well, I think washing up's a great idea," Will instantly spoke out to spare Chester any further 
embarrassment, but Cal's comments seemed not to bother him in the slightest. Chester was totally preoccupied 
by something on the end of his pinkie finger, which he'd just been using to pick away energetically at his ear. 

"And I'm going to do just the same," Will proclaimed as Chester started on his other ear, ramming a finger 
repeatedly into it. 

Will rummaged around in his rucksack for some clean clothes, then took a second to examine his shoulder, 
wondering whether it was time to change the dressing on the wound. Through the rends in his shirt, he gingerly 
probed the area around the bandage, then decided he needed to remove the shirt altogether in order to see what 
state it was in. 

"Will, what happened to you?" Chester said, forgetting his ear for the moment and turning quite pale. He'd 
caught sight of the large patch of dark crimson showing through the bandage on Will's shoulder. 

"From the stalker attack," Will told him. He bit his lip, then groaned as he lifted the dressing to look 
underneath. "Yuck!" he exclaimed. "I definitely could do with a new poultice." He turned to his pack and hunted 
through the side pockets for the spare bandage and the small parcels of powder that Imago had given him. 

"I didn't realize it had been that bad," Chester said. "Want any help?" 

"No, really... feels better now, anyway," Will replied, lying through his teeth. 

"OK," Chester said, his face still displaying his squeamishness as he tried to smile but only managed a 


ce. 
And, despite his initial reaction at Chester's efforts to clean himself up, Cal, too, took the opportunity to slip 
out of the room and wash himself in the tepid water once Will had returned. 


* * * * * 


The hours seemed to pass more slowly within the house, as if it was somehow isolated from everything 
outside. And the absolute hush that pervaded the interior gave the impression that it was itself asleep. This 
stillness affected the three boys; they made not the least effort to talk and instead took catnaps on the long library 
table, using the backpacks as pillows. 

But eventually Will began to feel restless and found that he couldn't sleep. To pass the time, he resumed his 
investigation of the library, wondering who had lived in the house. He went from shelf to shelf, reading the titles on 
the ancient hand-tooled spines, which mostly had esoteric religious themes and must have been written centuries 
ago. It was an exercise in frustration, because he knew all the pages inside would be nothing more than confetti 
and dust. Nevertheless, he was fascinated by the obscure names of the authors and the ludicrously long titles. It 
had almost developed into a contest to try to find a book he'd actually heard of when he came across something 
curious. 

On a lower shelf, a set of matching books appeared to have no titles at al. After wiping off the grime, Will 
could see they had covers of deep burgundy, and that the tiniest gilt stars were picked out at three equidistant 
points on each of their spines. 

He tried to take out one of the volumes, but unlike the other books, which had disappointed him with the 


usual avalanche of silt from their disintegrated pages, this one resisted, as if it was somehow stuck in place. Even 
more strange, the book itself felt solid. He tried again but it wouldn't move, so instead he selected another in the 
series and attempted to lever that one out, with the same result. But he noticed that the entire series, which 
occupied about a foot and a half of the shelf, had shifted ever so slightly as he'd applied more force. He felt a 
flush of elation that, at last, he'd found something he might be able to actually read and, puzzled as to why the 
books seemed to be glued together, used both hands to pull at them. 

They slid out in one block, all the volumes together, and Will placed them on the floor by his feet. They felt 
heavy, and the pages even appeared to be intact. But he couldn't pry away any of the individual books. He felt 
the tops of the pages, picking at them with a fingernail to see if they would part. Then he rapped a knuckle against 
them. They gave a hollow sound — and it dawned on Will that the books weren't made of paper, but of wood, 
carved very precisely to resemble the roughly cut leaves of old volumes. He felt around the back and found a 
catch, which he pushed open. With a creak, the top flipped up. It was a lid with an invisible hinge. These 
weren't books at all. This was a box. 

With a rush of excitement, he hastily plucked out the layer of tattered cloth he found inside and peered in. 
The dark oak interior contained odd-looking objects. He lifted one out. 

It was obviously a lamp. It had a cylindrical body, approximately five inches in length, to which was 
attached a circular housing with a thick glass lens inside. At the rear of the cylinder was some form of sprung arm, 
and there was also a switch of sorts behind the lens. 

It was highly reminiscent of a bicycle light, but it was sturdily made — from brass, Will guessed, given the 
green patches that he observed on its surfaces. He tried the lever, to no avail, and pulled at one end of the 
cylinder where there were two slight indentations. With a pop, the end came off, revealing a small cavity inside. If 
it was indeed a light, then it would need batteries, but even so, Will couldn't work out how such a small battery 
could power it, or where the wires were. 

Stumped, he called over to this brother. "Hey, Cal! Don't suppose you know what this is? Probably just a 
piece of junk." 

Cal ambled groggily over, but his face lit up as soon as he saw the object. He snatched it from Will's hands. 

"Hey, these are brilliant!" he said. "Got a spare orb on you?" 

"Here," Chester offered, swinging his legs over the edge of the table and climbing off. 

"Thanks," Cal said, taking the orb. First he removed all the dust from the device, turning it upside down and 
tapping it, then blowing inside. 

"Watch this." 

He dropped the orb into the cavity and pushed down until it clicked. 

"Pass me the top." 

Will handed it to him and Cal pushed the end of the cylinder back on. Then he rubbed the lens on his pants 
to clean t. 

"You move this lever," he told Chester and Will, "to adjust the aperture and focus the rays." He held it so 
they could see as he tried to move what appeared to be a lever behind the lens housing. "It's a little stiff" he said, 
applying as much pressure as he could with both his thumbs. Then, as the small lever gave, he grinned. "Got it!" 

Light leaped from the lens, an intense beam that Cal played around the walls. Although the room was 
already quite well illuminated from the light orbs they'd placed at various points on the bookshelves, they could 
see how bright the lantern's beam was in comparison. 

"That's awesome," Chester said. 

"Yep. They're called Styx lanterns — pretty rare, really. This is the best thing about them," Cal said, and, 
pulling open the spring-loaded flap of brass at the back of the light, slotted it over his shirt pocket. He took his 
hands away and moved his chest from Will to Chester, the lantern clamped firmly in place as its beam flashed in 
their faces. 

"Hands free," Will observed, blinking. 

"Absolutely. Very useful when you're on the move." Cal leaned over to look at the contents of the box. 
"More of them! I can rig up one for each of us." 

"Cool," Chester said. 

"So..." Will began as the thought occurred to him, "so this house — all the way down here — was for the 
Styx! " 

"Yes," Cal answered. "I thought you knew that!" He made a face, as if it had been blindingly obvious all 
along. "They would have lived here. And Coprolites would have been kept in the huts outside." 

Will and Chester exchanged glances. 

"Kept? What for?" Will asked. 

"As slaves. For a couple of centuries they were made to mine stuff the Colony needed. It's different now 
— they do it in exchange for food and the light orbs they need to live. The Styx don't force them to work like 
they used to." 

"That's nice of them," Will said dryly. 
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Mrs. Burrows was in the dayroom of Humphrey House, an establishment that purported to be a haven of 
recuperation, or "a respite from your day-to-day worries and strife," if you believed the brochure. The dayroom 
was her domain. She had commandeered the largest, most comfortable chair and the only footstool in the place, 
and, to sustain her for the afternoon's television viewing, had stuffed a bag of hard candy down the side of the 
chair. One of the orderlies in the home had been persuaded to pick these up for her on a regular basis from the 
town, but they were rarely shared with any of the other patients. 

As Oprah came to an end, she flicked through the other channels in a frantic haste. She ran through them all 
several times, only to find there was nothing on that remotely interested her. Thoroughly frustrated, she stabbed at 
the mute button to silence the television and leaned her head back against the chair. She missed her extensive 
video library of films and favorite shows much as a normal person might mourn the loss ofa limb. 

She sighed a long and forlorn sigh and the irritation receded, leaving in its place a vague sense of 
helplessness. She was humming the theme from Murder, She Wrote in a mournful and desperate way when the 
door thumped open. 

"Here we go again," Mrs. Burrows muttered under her breath as the matron breezed into the room. 

"What, dear?" inquired the matron, a rake-thin woman with her gray harr tightly pulled back into a bun. 

"Oh, nothing,” Mrs. Burrows replied innocently. 

"There's someone here to see you." The matron had made a beeline for the windows and now heaved back 
the curtains to flood the room with daylight. 

"Visitors? For me? Mrs. Burrows said unenthusiastically as she shielded her eyes from the glare. Without 
leaving the chair, she attempted to get her feet into her slippers, a tawdry pair of stained, fake suede moccasins 
with the backs trodden down. "Hardly likely to be family — not that there are many of them left, not now," she 
said, a little soulfully. "And I don't imagine Jean has stirred her stumps to bring my daughter all the way here... 
Haven't heard a squeak from either of them since before the New Year." 

"It's not family, it's a lady from social services," the matron managed to make herself heard, before opening 
one of the casement windows with incantations of "That's better." 

Mrs. Burrows gave no reaction to this piece of news. The matron rearranged the flowers in a vase on the 
window ledge and gathered up some fallen petals before turning to her. "And how are we today?" 

"Oh, not so good," Mrs. Burrows answered, laying it on thick with a whining, despondent tone and finishing 
her sentence with a small groan. 

"I'm not surprised. It's not healthy being cooped up indoors all day — you ought to get some fresh air. 
Why don't you go for a walk on the grounds after you've seen your visitor?" 

The matron stopped and swiveled back to the window, scanning the garden beyond as if she was looking 
for something. Mrs. Burrows immediately took notice, her curiosity piqued. The matron spent her every waking 
hour tirelessly organizing people or things, as ifher calling in life was to impose some sort of order over an 
imperfect world. A human dynamo, she did not stop — in fact, she was the complete antithesis to Mrs. Burrows, 
who had put the struggle with the last mutinous slipper on hold for the moment to watch the matron's atypical 
inactivity. 

"Is something the matter?" Mrs. Burrows asked, not able to keep silent any longer. 

"Oh, it's nothing really... just that Mrs. Perkiss swears she saw that man again. Quite beside herself, she 

"Ah." Mrs. Burrows nodded knowingly. "And when was this?" 

"This morning, first thing." The matron turned back into the room. "Can't figure it out myself. She seemed 
to be getting on so well, and, all of a sudden, these strange episodes started." Frowning, she looked at Mrs. 
Burrows. "Your room is directly under hers — you haven't spotted anyone out there, have you?" 

"No, and I'm not likely to." 

"Why's that?" the matron asked her. 

"Bit bloommn' obvious, isn't it?" Mrs. Burrows replied bluntly, finally succeeding in ramming her foot home 
into her slipper. "It's the person we all fear, deep down... the final curtain... the big sleep... whatever you want 
to call it. That Perkiss woman has had the sword of Damocles hanging over her for a long time... poor cow." 

"You mean..." the matron began, as she caught on to what Mrs. Burrows was suggesting. She gave Mrs. 
Burrows a gentle "pah" just to emphasize what she thought of her theory. 

Mrs. Burrows wasn't deterred in the slightest by the matron's reaction. "Mark my words, that'll be it," she 
said with total conviction, her eyes drifting back to the silent television screen as it occurred to her that Millionaire 
could be about to start any moment now. 

The matron exhaled skeptically. 

"Since when had death been a man in a black hat?" she said, and reassumed her usual businesslike manner, 
glancing at her watch. "Is that the time? I must be getting on." She fixed Mrs. Burrows with a stern glance. 
"Don't keep your visitor waiting, and then I want to see you go for that brisk walk on the grounds." 

"Of course," Mrs. Burrows agreed, nodding vigorously, but inwardly finding the whole suggestion of 
exercise quite distasteful She hadn't the slightest intention of taking a "brisk walk," but would make a big show of 


was. 


getting ready to go out, then merely promenade once around the house before ducking into the kitchen to lie low 
for a while. Ifshe was lucky, she might even get a cup of tea and some shortbread biscuits out of the cook. 

"Tickety-boo," the matron said, checking the room for anything else that wasn't in its place. 

Mrs. Burrows smiled sweetly at her. She'd learned very soon after arriving that if she played along with the 
matron and her staff, she could get her own way, well, most of the time, anyway, particularly since she wasn't 
much trouble in comparison with many of the other inpatients. 

These were a mixed bunch, and Mrs. Burrows viewed them all with equal disdain. Humphrey House had its 
fair share of "Snifflers," as she called them. There was a barrel-load of these miseries who, if left to their own 
devices, positioned themselves all over the place like lost, lonely waifs, usually in corners where they could mope 
away the hours uninterrupted. But Mrs. Burrows had also witnessed the quite startling change that this breed 
could go through, more often than not in the evenings. Without warning, they would undergo some form of 
transformation after "lights out," like a caterpillar wrapping itself in a duvet cocoon only to emerge as a completely 
different creature, a "Screamer," in the small hours of the morning. 

Then this normally nonviolent breed would howl and wail and break things in their rooms until members of 
the staff came to placate them or admmister a pill or two. And, usually, they'd miraculously metamorphose back 
into Snifflers again by sunup. 

Then there were the "Zombies," who shuffled around as if they were clueless extras on a film set, not 
knowing what they were supposed to be doing or where they were meant to be going, and certainly never 
remembering their lines (they were mostly incapable of any rational exchange). Mrs. Burrows largely ignored 
them while they stumbled around the place on their random, senseless paths. 

But the very worst for her had to be the "Bagmen," horrible specimens of middle-aged, male professionals 
who had burned out from their overpressured careers in accountancy or banking or, as far as Mrs. Burrows was 
concerned, similarly inconsequential occupations. 

She loathed these pinstripe casualties with a passion — sometimes, she thought, because their mannerisms 
and blank expressions reminded her so much of her husband, Roger Burrows. She'd seen the little danger signs 
that he was going that way just before he had upped and offed, disappearing who knows where. 

For Mrs. Burrows hated her husband with a passion. 

Even in the first years of their marriage, things hadn't gone smoothly. Their inability to have children together 
cast a pall over the relationship. And all the rigamarole associated with adopting meant she couldn’t concentrate 
on her own job and she'd been forced to pack it in: Another dream stymied. After they had been successful in 
their applications to adopt two young children, a boy and a girl, she had struggled to give them everything she'd 
had in her own childhood, all the trappings, such as nice clothes and mixing with the right people. 

But it was impossible; after years of trying to make her family something it could never be — not on Dr. 
Burrows's fleabite salary — she gave up. Mrs. Burrows had closed her eyes to her surroundings and her 
situation, seeking solace in the worlds on the other side of the television screen. In this blinkered, unreal state, 
she'd abdicated motherhood, handing the responsibility of the house, the washing, the cooking, everything, to her 
daughter, Rebecca, who took it all on with surprising ease, considering she had been only seven years old at the 
time. 

And Mrs. Burrows felt no remorse or guilt about doing this, because her husband hadn't upheld his part of 
the bargain when they had first married. And then, to cap it all off Dr. Burrows, the chronic loser, had had the 
gall to walk out on her, taking away what little she did have. 

He had ruined her ruined life. 

She loathed him for this. And all this loathing fermented away inside her, never far below the surface. 

"Your visitor," the matron prompted her again. 

Nodding, Mrs. Burrows tore her eyes from the television and rose wearily from her chair. She shuffled out 
of the room, leaving the matron rearranging some boxes of puzzles on the sideboard. Mrs. Burrows didn't want 
to see anyone, least ofall a social worker who might bring unwanted reminders of her family and the life she'd left 
behind her. 

In no hurry to reach her destination, she slid her slippers lethargically over the highly buffed linoleum as she 
passed "Old Mrs. L.," who, at twenty-six, was ten years Mrs. Burrows's junior, but had shockingly little hair. She 
was in her habitual pose, fast asleep in a corridor chair. Her mouth was open so wide that it looked as though 
someone had tried to saw her head in two, her prominent larynx and tonsils displayed in their full glory for all to 
see. 

The woman let go an almighty rush of air from her gaping mouth, with a sound somewhat akin to air 
escaping from a slashed truck tire. "Disgraceful!" Mrs. Burrows declared, continuing down the corridor. She 
came to a door with a crude plastic label in black and white proclaiming it to be The Happy Room and pushed it 
open. 

The room was at the corner of the building and had windows on two of its walls that looked out onto the 
rose garden. Some bright spark on the staffhad come up with the idea of encouraging patients to paint murals on 
the other two walls, although the final result hadn't been quite as anticipated. 

A five-foot-wide rainbow composed of brown strands of varying hues arched over a strange assortment of 
humanoid figures. One end of the rainbow curved down into the sea, where a grinning man stood on a surfboard, 
his arms outstretched in some form of clownish greeting, as a large shark's fin cut a circle through the water 


around him. In the sky above the dun rainbow, seagulls wheeled, painted in the same naive style as the other 
pictures. They had a certain charm to them, until one noticed the droppings shooting from their rear ends in 
broken lines, much as a child might draw gunfire in a battle scene, which strafed the heads ofa group of figures 
with bloated human bodies and the heads of mice. 

Mrs. Burrows didn't feel at ease in the room, as if the fractured, mysterious images were trying to 
communicate hidden messages. For the life of her, she couldn't imagine why it was used to receive guests. 

She turned her attention to her unwanted visitor, staring disdainfully at the woman in nondescript clothes, 
who had a folder on her knees. The woman immediately got to her feet and looked at Mrs. Burrows with her 
very pale eyes. 

"I'm Kate O'Leary," Sarah said. 

"I can see that," Mrs. Burrows said, looking at the visitor's badge clipped to Sarah's sweater. 

"Pleased to meet you, Mrs. Burrows," Sarah continued, unperturbed, forcing a perfunctory smile as she 
offered her hand. 

Mrs. Burrows murmured a hello but made no move to shake tt. 

"Let's sit down," Sarah said as she took her seat again. Mrs. Burrows looked around at the plastic chairs 
and intentionally didn't pick the one closest to Sarah, but chose another by the door, as if she expected she might 
want to make a quick exit. 

"Who are you?" Mrs. Burrows asked bluntly, sliding her eyes over Sarah. "I don't know you." 

"No, I'm from social services," Sarah answered, briefly holding up the letter she had retrieved from the 
doormat in the Burrowses' house. Mrs. Burrows craned her neck to try to read it. "We wrote to you on the 
fifteenth about this meeting," Sarah said as she quickly put the creased letter on top of the folder on her lap. 

"Nobody told me anything about a meeting. Let me see that," Mrs. Burrows demanded as she went to get 
up, one hand extended toward the letter. 

"No... no, it doesn't matter now. I expect the manager here forgot to inform you, and it won't take long, 
anyway. I just wanted to make sure everything's OK for you and—" 

"Not about the fees, is it?" Mrs. Burrows cut in as she settled back in her chair, crossing her legs. "As far as 
I know, the health insurance pays a top-up on the government's contribution and when the insurance runs out, the 
money from the house sale will cover me." 

"T'm sure that's all right, but it's not my department, I'm afraid," Sarah said with another transient smile. She 
opened the folder on her knees, took out a pad of paper, and was just slipping the cap off her pen when she 
caught sight of the painting of a coffee-colored teddy bear on the wall a little way above Mrs. Burrow. Around 
the bear were carefully painted dice, all in bright colors such as red, orange, and royal blue, and all showing 
different numbers. Sarah shook her head and turned her attention to Mrs. Burrows again, her pen poised above a 
clean sheet of paper. 

"So tell me, when were you admitted here, Celia? Do you mind if I call you Celia?" 

"Sure, anything. It was November last year." 

"And how have you been getting on?" Sarah asked, pretending to take notes. 

"Very well, thank you," Mrs. Burrows said, and then added somewhat defensively, "but I've still got some 
way to go after my... er... trauma... and I'm going to need much more time here. More rest." 

"Yes," Sarah agreed noncommittally. "And your family? Any news of them?" 

"No, none at all. The police say they're still investigating the disappearances, but they're hopeless." 

"The police?" 

Mrs. Burrows answered in a forlorn monotone. "They even had the gall to come to see me yesterday. You 
probably heard what happened a couple of days ago... the incident at my house?" She flicked her eyes 
lethargically at Sarah. 

"Yes, I read something about it," Sarah said. "Nasty business." 

"Certainly was. Two policemen on the beat surprised a gang outside my house and there was one heck ofa 
fight. Both officers got a bad hiding, and one of them even had a dog set on him." She coughed, then tugged a 
grimy handkerchief from where it was tucked inside her sleeve. "I suppose it was those horrid squatters. They're 
worse than animals!" Mrs. Burrows pronounced. 

If only she knew, Sarah thought. She nodded her head to show she was in total agreement with Mrs. 
Burrows, the image of the policeman lying senseless on the patio after she'd knocked him out cold flashing through 
her mind. 

Mrs. Burrows blew her nose at great volume and tucked the handkerchief back into her sleeve. "I really 
don't know what this country's coming to. Anyway, they picked the wrong place this time. Nothing left there to 
steal... it's all in storage while the property's being sold." 

Sarah nodded her head again as Mrs. Burrows went on. 

"But the police aren't much better. They just won't leave me be. My counselor tries to stop them from 
coming, but they insist on interviewing me, time and time again. They act as if I'm to blame for everything... my 
family's disappearances... even the attack on the policemen... I ask you, as if I could've had anything to do with 
that — I'm here under twenty-four hour watch, for heaven's sake!" She uncrossed her legs and shifted in her 
chair before crossing them again. "Talk about getting some rest! This is all very unsettling for me, you know." 

"Yes, yes, I can quite understand that," Sarah agreed quickly. "You've been through enough already." 


Mrs. Burrows gave a small nod and lifted her head to gaze through the windows. 

"But the police haven't given up looking for your husband and son?" Sarah inquired softly. "Hasn't there 
been any news about them at all?" 

"No, nobody seems to have the faintest idea where they've gone. I'm sure you're aware my husband 
walked out, then my son vanished from the face of the earth," she said desolately. "There've been various 
sightings of him — a couple right back in Highfield. There was even some security-camera footage from the tube 
station of someone who looked vaguely like Will, with another boy... and a large dog." 

"A large dog?" Sarah put in. 

"Yes, an Alsatian or something like that," Mrs. Burrows shook her head. "But the police say they can't 
verify any of it." She sighed self-indulgently. "And my daughter, Rebecca, is at my sister's, but I haven't had a 
squeak from her for months." Mrs. Burrows's voice fell to a whisper, her face blank and unreadable. "Everyone I 
know goes away... Maybe they all found better places to be." 

"I can only say how truly sorry I am," Sarah responded in a gentle, consolatory voice. "Your son — do you 
think he went off to search for your husband? I read that the investigating officer considered it a possibility?" 

"I wouldn't put it past Will," Mrs. Burrows said, still gazing outside, where someone had made a halfhearted 
effort to tie some unhealthy- looking climbing roses to the cheap plastic pergola not far from the window. "I 
wouldn't be surprised at all." 

"So you haven't seen anything of your son since... when was it... November?" 

"No, it was before then, and no, I haven't," Mrs. Burrows exhaled. 

"What was he... what state of mind was he in, before he left?" 

"I really can't tell you — I wasn't too good myself at the time, and I didn’t ...". Mrs. Burrows stopped 
herself in mid-sentence and switched her gaze from the rose garden to Sarah. "Look, you must have read my 
case file, why are you asking me all this?" All of a sudden her whole manner transformed, as ifa spark had been 
ignited. Her voice reverted to its usual rather impatient and snappy tone. She pulled herselfup in her chair, 
squaring her shoulders as she regarded Sarah with a fierce intensity. 

The change wasn't lost on Sarah, who immediately broke off eye contact, pretending instead to consult the 
meaningless notes she'd made on the pad of paper. Sarah waited a few seconds before she resumed, her voice 
as level and calm as she could make tt. 

"It's quite simple, really, I'm new to your case and it's very helpful to have some background information. 
I'm sorry if this is pamful for you." 

Sarah could feel Mrs. Burrows's eyes boring into her as they analyzed her like twin X-ray beams. Sarah 
slowly sat back. Her outward appearance was relaxed, but inwardly she braced herself, ready for an onslaught. 

"O'Leary... Irish, hmmm? You don't have much of an accent." 

"No, my family moved to London in the sixties. But I go back for the odd holiday to—" 

Mrs. Burrows, her face animated and her eyes sparkling, didn't let her finish. 

"That's not your natural hair color; your roots are showing," she observed. "They look white. You dye your 
hair, don't you?" 

"Uh... I do, yes. Why?" 

"And is there something wrong with your eye — is that a bruise? Also your lip — it looks a bit puffy. 
Someone take a pop at you?" 

"No, I tripped down some stairs," Sarah replied tersely, injecting equal measures of indignation and 
exasperation to make her reaction sound credible. 

"That old chestnut! IfI'm not mistaken, you're wearing heavy makeup over what I would say is a very pale 
complexion?" 

"Um... I suppose," Sarah flustered. She was staggered by Mrs. Burrows's powers of observation. Sarah's 
disguise was being slowly but surely dismantled, like petals being torn from a flower one by one to reveal what lay 
within. 

She was just wondering how she could deflect Mrs. Burrows's interrogation, which showed no sign of 
abating, when she caught sight of a clump of balloons painted on the wall just above thee other woman's left 
shoulder. A swipe of blue sky was washed over the balloons, almost completely obscuring and swallowing them 
up, turning their vibrant colors into dullness. Sarah took a shallow breath and cleared her throat, then said, "I 
need to ask you just a few more questions, Celia." She coughed to mask her unease. "I don think you are getting 
a little... um... personal..." 

"A little personal?" Mrs. Burrows laughed dryly. "Don't you think all your idiot questions are a little 
personal 2" 

"I need..." 

"You have a very distinctive face, Kate, however hard you try to disguise it. Come to think of it, you have a 
very familiar face. Where might I have seen you before?" Mrs. Burrows frowned and inclined her head, as if 
trying to remember. There was more than a little of the theatrical about her — she was enjoying herself. 

"This doesn't have anything to do with—" 

"Who are you, Kate?" Mrs. Burrows cut her offsharply. "No way are you from social services. I know 
the type, and you're not it. So who exactly are you?" 

"I think perhaps that's enough for now. I should go." Sarah had made up her mind to call a halt to the 


meeting and was gathering her papers and replacing them in the folder. She'd hastily gotten to her feet and was 
retrieving her coat from the back of the chair when Mrs. Burrows sprang up with surprising speed and stood 
before the door, barring Sarah's way. 

"Not so fast!" Mrs. Burrows exclaimed. "7 have some questions for you first." 

"I can see I've made a mistake coming here, Mrs. Burrows," Sarah said decisively as she put her coat over 
her arm. She took a step toward Mrs. Burrows, who didn't budge an inch, and so they stood, face-to-face, like 
two prizefighters sizing each other up. Sarah was beginning to tire of the pretense — and Mrs. Burrows clearly 
didn't now anything more than she did about Will's whereabouts. Or if she did, she wasn't telling. 

"We can finish this another time," Sarah told her, flashing a sour smile and turning sideways as if she meant to 
squeeze between Mrs. Burrows and the wall. 

"Stop right where you are," Mrs. Burrows ordered. "You must think I'm gaga. You come here with your 
shabby clothes and your second-rate performance and expect me to swallow it?" Her eyes, narrowing to two 
vicious slits, flashed with the satisfaction of knowing. 

"Did you really think I wouldn't figure out who you are? You have Will's face, and no amount of hair dye or 
stupid playacting" — she swatted the folder in Sarah's arms with the back of her hand — "is going to hide that." 
She nodded slyly. "You're his mother, aren't you?" 

"I don't know what you're talking about," Sarah answered as coolly as she could. 

"Will's biological mother." 

"That's absurd. I..." 

"What hole did you crawl out of?" Mrs. Burrows sneered sarcastically. 

Sarah shook her head. 

"Why did it take so long for you to come back? And why now?" Mrs. Burrows continued. 

Sarah didn't say anything, staring daggers at the red-faced woman. 

"You abandoned your child... You gave him up for adoption... What gives you the right to come sniffing 
around here?" Mrs. Burrows demanded. 

Sarah let out a sharp breath. She could knock this rather flabby, lazy woman out of her way with so little 
effort, but chose to do nothing. They stood there, under a pounding silence, one Will's adoptive mother and the 
other his birth mother, inexorably liked and both instinctively knowing who the other was. 

Mrs. Burrows broke the silence. "I take it that you're looking for him, or you wouldn't have shown up here," 
she simmered. She raised her eyebrows like a TV detective making a vital deduction in a case. "Or maybe you 
were responsible for his disappearance?" 

"I had nothing whatsoever to do with his disappearance. You're insane." 

Mrs. Burrows snorted. "Oh... insane, you say... Is that why I'm in this awful place?" she said in a hammy, 
melodramatic way, rolling her eyes like a terrified heroine in a silent film. "Dear me!" 

"Let me through, please," Sarah asked with resolute politeness, taking a small step forward. 

"Not just yet," Mrs. Burrows said. "Perhaps you decided you wanted Will back?" 

'No—" 

"Well, I bet you're involved in some way. You bloody keep your bloody nose out of my affairs. It's my 
family!" Mrs. Burrows scowled. "Look at the state of you. You're not fit to be anyone's mother!" 

Sarah had had enough. 

"Oh, yes?" she retorted through tightly clenched lips. "And what did you ever do for him?" 

A wave of triumph swept across Mrs. Burrows's face. She'd flushed Sarah out into the open. "What did 7 
do for him? I did my best. You were the one who dumped him," she answered angrily, unaware that Sarah was 
struggling with an almost irrepressible urge to kill her. "Why didn't you come to see him before? Where've you 
been hiding all these years?" 

"You bitter, vindictive hag!" exploded Sarah, revealing the scorn and resentment she felt for the other 
woman, her face erupting with all the violence of which she was capable. 

But Mrs. Burrows wasn't put off by this, not in the least. She stepped back from the door, not in retreat, 
but to place her hand over the large red panic button on the wall. Sarah now had a clear passage out of the room 
and went to the door, twisting the handle to open it a fraction. As she did so, the sound of a commotion echoed 
down the corridor — a tremendous clattering and hysterical shouts. Mrs. Burrows knew immediately that one of 
the Screamers' body clocks must have gone awry. That was odd — they usually saved their histrionics for the 
small hours. 

For the briefest moment, Sarah was distracted by the noise, then she focused her full attention back on Mrs. 
Burrows, who remained with her hand poised over the button. 

Sarah looked fiercely at her, shaking her head. "You don't want to do that," she threatened. 

Mrs. Burrows laughed unpleasantly. "Oh, don't I? What I really want is for you to get out—" she said. 

"Oh, I'm going all right," Sarah snarled, cutting her short. 

"and never set foot in here again. Ever!" 

"Don't worry... I've seen all I need to," Sarah replied caustically, wrenching the door fully open so that it 
crashed back against the wall with the bizarre murals and rattled the window casements. She took a step, but 
hesitated in the doorway, realizing she hadn't said all she wanted to, now that the gloves were off’ And, in the 
heat of the moment, she was finally able to admit to herself what she had been trying so hard to suppress — that 


Joe Waites's message could be true. 

"Tell me what you did to Seth—" 

"Seth?" Mrs. Burrows interrupted sharply. 

"Call him what you want, Seth or Will — it doesn't matter. You made him into something twisted, something 
evil!" she screamed in Mrs. Burrows's face. "Into a filthy murderer!" 

"A murderer?" Mrs. Burrows asked, looking a great deal less certain of herself: "What on earth are you 
saying?" 

"My brother's dead! Will killed him!" Sarah howled, tears filling her eyes. It was as if this meeting with Mrs. 
Burrows ha provided her with a piece ofa jigsaw puzzle, which, once completed, would show the vilest scene 
imaginable. And Sarah's outburst carried with it such complete conviction, such rawness of emotion... 

Mrs. Burrows began to shake — for the first time she was completely thrown off her stride. Why was this 
woman accusing Will of murder? And what was this about him being called Seth? It didn't make sense. Her face 
was a picture of confusion as she took her hand away from the panic button and held it supplicatingly toward 
Sarah. 

"Will... murdered... your brother? What...?" Mrs. Burrows spluttered. 

But Sarah merely gave the woman a final withering glance and flew from the room. She was bolting down 
the corridor as two heavyset orderlies thundered past her in the opposite direction. 

They were heading toward the source of the high-pitched wailing, but skidded to a halt when they saw 
Sarah in flight, uncertain whether they should intercept her instead. 

Sarah didn't give them a chance to make up their minds. She hared around a corner in the corridor, her 
shoes slipping and squealing as they fought for purchase on the overwaxed linoleum. She wasn't going to stop for 
anyone or anything. The orderlies shrugged at each other and continued toward their original destination. 

Sarah pulled open the glass door to the foyer. As she entered, she spotted a security camera on the wall — 
trained directly on her. Curses! She tucked her head down, knowing it was too late. There was nothing she 
could do about it now. 

The receptionist behind the desk was the same one who had signed Sarah in. She was on the telephone but 
immediately dropped it as she called out. 

"Are you all right? Miss O'Leary, what's wrong?" 

With the receptionist still shouting after her to stop, Sarah sprinted across the parking lot and then down the 
driveway to the road. She didn't let up until she was on the main street. A bus drew up and she quickly boarded 
it. She had to get clear of the area in case the police had been called. 

Sitting well away from the other passengers in the rear of the vehicle, Sarah was finding it difficult to get her 
breathing under control. She was ina seethe of thoughts and emotions. Never, in all her years of being Topsoil, 
had she revealed so much of herself to anyone, let alone to Mrs. Burrows, ofall people! She should have kept 
her cool. It had gone so horribly wrong. What had she been thinking? 

The whole incident made her heart thump in her ears as she replayed it in her mind. She was at once 
infuriated with herself for her lack of self-control and deeply upset at the exchange with the ridiculous, ineffectual 
woman who had been such a large part of her son's life... who had had the privilege of watching him grow up... 
and who had to take responsibility for turning him into what he'd become. She'd said things to Mrs. Burrows that 
before she hadn't allowed herself to believe that Will could indeed be a traitor, a turncoat, and a killer. 


* * * * * 


Once back in Highfield, she couldn't stop herself from breaking into a trot for the last stretch to the waste 
ground. She'd regained a measure of composure by the time she pulled aside the plywood trapdoor and jumped 
down into the entrance pit, with the usual comforting crunch of little bones to greet her. 

She fished in her pocket for her flashlight but, having found it, didn't turn it on, choosing instead to feel her 
way through the enveloping darkness of the tunnel until she came to the main chamber. 

"Cat, are you there?" she said, finally flicking on the light. 

"Sarah Jerome, I presume," came a voice as the chamber burst into a dazzling brilliance, much more than 
was merited by Sarah's small beam. She shielded her eyes, half blinded and reeling at what she thought she'd 
glimpsed. 

She desperately tried to focus on the source of the voice. 

"Who...?" she said, beginning to draw back. 

What was this? 

A girl of perhaps twelve or thirteen reclined in one of the armchairs, her legs primly crossed and a coquettish 
smile on her pretty face. 

The girl was dressed as a Styx. 

A large white collar over a black dress. 

A Styx child? 

And standing beside the girl was a Colonist, a big, surly brute. He had a strangle leash around the cat's neck 
and was holding the straining animal back. 

Instinct replaced thought as Sarah wrenched open her bag, and in an instant her knife was out and flashing in 


the bright light. She dropped the bag, brandishing the knife, crouching and edging farther back. Looking 
frantically around her, she saw where all the light was coming from. Many light orbs — how many, she didn't 
know — were held aloft around the chamber walls, held by other Colonists. These squat, heavily muscled men 
lined the space like unmoving statues, like guardians. 

Hearing the scratchy and indecipherable language of the Styx, she shot a glance at the tunnel she'd come 
down. A rank of Styx, in their uniform of black coats and white shirts, had moved across it behind her, sealing off 
her only means of escape. Talk about a full house — the White Necks were here in force, too. 

She was completely surrounded. She wasn't going to be able to fight her way out of this one. It was an 
impossible situation. She'd been in too much ofa hurry — her mind had been elsewhere as she'd carelessly 
entered the excavation without taking the usual precautions. 

You stupid, stupid fool. 

And now she was going to pay for her mistake. Dearly. 

Dropping her flashlight, she raised the knife and held the blade hard against her own neck. There was time. 
They couldn't stop her. 

Then the girl spoke again in her gentle voice. 

"You don't want to do that." 

Sarah croaked something unintelligible, her throat constricting with fear. 

"You know who I am. I'm Rebecca." 

Sarah shook her head, her eyes stricken. A remote corner of her brain wondered why the Styx girl was 
using a Topsoiler name. Nobody ever knew their real names. 

"You've seen me at Will's house." 

Sarah shook her head again, then froze. There was something familiar about the child. Sarah realized she 
must have been passing herself offas Will's sister. But how? 

"The knife," Rebecca urged, "put it down." 

"No," Sarah tried to say, but it came out as a groan. 

"We have so much incommon. We have a common interest. You should hear what I have to say." 

"There's nothing to say!" Sarah cried, finding her voice again. 

"Tell her, Joe," the Styx girl said, half turning. 

Someone stepped from the wall. It was the man who had written the note, Joe Waites, one of her brother 
Tam's gang. Joe had been like family to her and her brother, a loyal friend who would have followed Tam to the 
ends of the earth. 

"Go on," Rebecca commanded him. "Tell her." 

"Sarah, it's me," Joe Waites said. "Joe Waites," he added hastily, as she didn't show any sign that she 
recognized him. He inched forward, his trembling palms turned to her and his voice cracking with hysteria as he 
delivered a tumble of words. "Oh, Sarah," he pleaded, "please... please put it down... put the knife down... do 
it for your son's sake... for Cal's sake... Your must've seen my message... It's true, it's the God's own..." 

Sarah pressed the blade deeper into the flesh over her jugular and he stopped dead on the spot, his hands 
still raised, his fingers spread out, his whole body shaking violently. "No, no, don't, don't, don't... Listen to her... 
you have to. Rebecca can help." 

"Nobody's going to make a move on you, Sarah. You have my word," the girl said calmly. "At least hear 
me out." She raised her shoulders ina small shrug, setting her head at an angle. "But you go ahead if you want 
to... cut your throat... I can't do anything to stop you." She let out a long sigh. "It would be such a waste, such a 
stupid, tragic waste. And don't you want to save Cal? He needs you." 

Turning one way, then the other, gasping for breath like the cornered animal she was, Sarah's wide eyes 
stared at Joe Waites, blinking uncomprehendingly at the old man's unmistakable face under its tight-fitting 
skullcap, a lone tooth protruding from its top jaw. 

"Joe?" she whispered hoarsely at him, with the quiet resignation of someone who was ready to die. 

She twisted the blade deeper into her throat. Joe Waites flapped his arms frantically and cried out as the 
first drops of blood trickled down the paleness of her neck. 

"Sarah, please!" he screamed. "Don't! Don't! DON'T!" 
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Will had volunteered to take first watch so the others could get some more rest. He tried to write in his 
journal but found it difficult to concentrate and, after a while, put it to one side. He paced around the table, 
listening to Chester's steady snoring, and then resolved to use the time to explore the house more thoroughly. 
Besides, he was dying to try out his new lantern. He proudly hooked it over his shirt pocket as his brother had 
shown him, and adjusted the intensity of the beam. With a last look at his sleeping comrades, he quietly left the 
library. 

His first stop was the room on the opposite side of the hall, which he and Cal had only investigated briefly on 


their earlier excursion. He tiptoed through the dust and, nudging the door open, he went in. 

It had the same dimensions as the library but was completely devoid of furniture or shelves. He walked 
around the edge of the room, peering down at the deep skirting where there were small strips of a lime- green 
paper, which had obviously once adorned the walls. 

He went over to the shuttered windows, fighting the impulse to open them, and instead strolled around the 
floor several more times, the spotlight beam slashing through the darkness before him. Seeing nothing of interest, 
he was just on his way out when something caught his eye. He hadn't noticed it before, when all he and Cal had 
were the luminescent orbs, but now, with his brighter light, it was difficult to miss. 

Scratched into the wall by the door, at about head height, were the following words: 


I STAKE THIS HOUSE AS MY FIND. SIGNED DR. ROGER BURROWS 
Then, following a day with a number next to it that meant nothing to Will, was: 
P.S. WARNING — LEAD ON WALLS HIGH RADIOACTIVITY OUTSIDE?! 


In wonder, Will reached out and ran his hand over some of the words, which reflected his light as if they had 
been gouged into metal. 

"Dad! Dad's been here!" he began to shout. He was so elated that he forgot they had all been trying to be 
quiet. "My dad has been here!" 

Chester and Cal, both wakened by his shouting, came tearing into the hallway. 

"Will? What is it, Will?" Chester cried from the doorway, concerned for his friend. 

"Look at that! He's been here!" Will was babbling, overcome with excitement. 

They began to read the inscription, but Cal didn't seem to be impressed, almost immediately slouching 
against the wall. He yawned, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. 

"I wonder how long ago he did that," Will said. 

"Incredible!" Chester exclaimed as he finished reading the message. "That's just wild!" He grinned widely at 
Will, sharing his friend's euphoria. But then a suggestion ofa frown wrinkled his brow. "So do you think they 
were his footprints in the library?" 

"Bet they were," Will said breathlessly. "But isn't it just too weird? Talk about a comcidence — we chose 
exactly the same route as him." 

"Like father, like son." Chester gave Will a pat on the back. 

"But he's not his father," said a resentful voice from the shadows behind Chester. Cal was shaking his head. 
"Not his real father," he said disagreeably. "And he didn't even have the guts to tell you that, did he, Will?" 

Will didn't react, not allowing his brother to take away from the moment. "Well, we cant! hang around this 
area for long, if Dad's right about the radioactivity" — he carefully emphasized the word without looking at Cal — 
"and the walls are all coated with lead. I think he was right — feel here." He touched the surface of the wall 
under the message, and Chester did likewise. "Must act as a shielding." 

"Yeah, feels cold, like lead, all right. So I suppose the rest of the house must be the same," Chester agreed, 
glancing around the room. 

"That's obvious. I told you the air's bad in the Deeps, you dolts," Cal said contemptuously and stamped his 
way back through the dust, leaving the two of them standing there. 

"Just when I'm beginning to think he's not such a brat," Chester grumbled, shaking his head, "he goes and 
ruins everything." 

"Just ignore it," Will said. 

"He may look like you, but that's as far as it goes," Chester fumed. He was irked by the younger boy's 
behavior. "The little midget only cares about one person, and that's himself! And I know what his game is, 
always trying to wind me up... He eats with his mouth wide open just to..." Chester stopped in midflow as he 
noticed the faraway look on his friend's face. Will wasn't listening; he stared at the writing on the wall, totally 
absorbed by thoughts of his father. 

The boys spent the next twenty-four hours taking it easy, sometimes sleeping on the library table, sometimes 
roving through the large house. As Will looked around the other rooms, it made him uncomfortable to think the 
Styx had once lived here, even though it had been a long time ago. However, despite his searching, he didn't find 
any further evidence of his father and was becoming impatient to get going again — fired up by the notion that Dr. 
Burrows might still be in the area and desperate to catch up with him. With every hour, Will grew more restless, 
until he could bear it no longer. He rallied Chester and Cal together, telling them to pack their things, and then left 
the library to wait out in the hallway. 

"I don't know what it is, but there's something about this place," Will said as Chester joined him by the front 
door. Will had opened it a fraction, and they were shining the focused beams of their lanterns at the dismal forms 
of the squat huts as they waited for Cal. After his outburst about Will's father, he'd been moody and 
uncommunicative, and both Will and Chester had largely left him to his own devices. 

"It makes me feel... feel kind of uneasy," Will continued. "It's all those little huts out there and the thought 
that the Styx made the Coprolites live in them, like slaves. I bet they were treated so badly." 


"The Styx are the worst type of scum," Chester said, then hissed sharply through his teeth and shook his 
head. "No, Will, I don't like it here, either. It's strange that..." he pondered. 

"What?" 

"Well, it's just that this building's been empty for years, maybe centuries, until your dad broke in. Just 
locked up, like nobody's dared to put a foot in it." 

"Yes, that's right," Will said thoughtfully. 

"Do you think people stay away because things were once so awful here?" Chester asked him. 

"Well, the bats are definitely carnivorous — I saw them attacking an injured one — but I don't think they're 
too much ofa danger," Will replied. 

"Huh?" Chester said apprehensively, his face draining. "We're made of meat." 

"Yeah, but I would guess they're more interested in the insects," Will began. "Or animals that can't fight 
back." He shook his head. "You're right — I'm sure it isn't just the bats that have kept people away from this 
place," he agreed. 

As Will had been talking, Cal had stomped sullenly through the dust, thrown down his rucksack and sat 
himself on top of it. 

"Yeah, the bats," he butted in sulkily. "How are we going to get past them?" 

"There's no sign of them at the moment," Will said. 

"Wonderful," Cal snarled. "So you don't have a plan at all." 

Will responded evenly, refusing to be ruffled by his brother's criticism. "Right, then: This time we dim our 
lights, we don't make any noise, or shout — got that, Cal? And, as a precaution, I've got some firecrackers 
ready if they do come. Should scare off the freaky things." Will tugged open the side pocket of his pack, in 
which there were a couple of Roman candles left over from the batch he'd set offin the Eternal City. 

"That's it? That's the plan?" Cal demanded aggressively. 

"Yes," Will said, still trying to keep his cool. 

"Foolproof!" Cal grunted. 

Will gave hima look that could kill and warily pulled the door farther open. 

Cal and Chester both edged out, with Will bringing up the rear, a pair of firecrackers in one hand and a 
lighter poised in the other. Every so often they heard the screeches of the bats, but they came from far enough 
away not to cause any real alarm. The boys moved silently and quickly, using the minimum of light to show them 
the way. In the shadows around their feet the tiny scuttlings and scrabblings tested the limits of their resolve, their 
imaginations running riot with thoughts of what was there. 

They had left the gateway behind them and then backtracked a good distance down the main tunnel when 
Cal stopped and pointed at a side passage. True to form, he had wandered ahead by himself, and now did not 
say anything as he continued to point. 

"Is the midget trying to tell us something?" Chester asked Will sarcastically as they approached the resentful 
boy. Will stepped closer, until his face was inches from Cal's. 

"For goodness' sake, grow up, will you? We're all in this together." 

"A sign," Cal merely said. 

"From heaven?" Chester asked. 

Unspeaking, Cal moved aside to allow them to see a wooden post that rose a few feet from the ground. It 
was ebony-black, with the surface cracked as if it had been badly charred, and at the top it had a curved arrow 
pointing into the passage. They hadn't spotted it on the way down because it was tucked just inside the mouth of 
the passage. 

"I reckon this could be a good way to get through to the Great Plain," Cal told Will, studiously avoiding 
Chester's belligerent glare. 

"But why would we want to go there?" Will asked him. "What's so special about it?" 

"It's probably where your dad went next," Cal replied. 

"Then we follow it," Will said, and turned away from his brother, entering the passage without a further 
word. 


* * * * * 


Their journey through the passage was relatively easy — it was quite sizable, and its floor level, but the heat 
grew stronger with every step. Following Chester's and Cal's example, Will had removed his jacket, but he still 
felt the sweat soaking his back under his rucksack. 

"We are going in the right direction, aren't we?" he said to Cal, who for once was not straying ahead of 
them. 

"I hope so, don't you?" the boy replied insolently, then spat on the ground. 

The change was immediate. There was a flash of illummation, far brighter than the glow issuing from the 
lanterns all three boys had hooked on their shirt pockets. It was as ifall the faces of the rocks, and even the very 
ground itself, were radiating a clean yellow light. And it wasn't just limited to where they stood, but surging in 
pulses along the passage in both directions and illuminating everything as surely as ifa switch had been flicked on, 
lighting the way for them. 


They were stunned. 

"I don't like this, Will," Chester gibbered. 

Will pulled his jacket from where it was draped over the top of his rucksack and rummaged in it for his 
gloves. 

"What are you doing?" Cal asked. 

"Just a hunch," Will replied, stooping to pick up a brightly glowing rock the size ofa golfball. He closed his 
gloved hand over it, the creamy efflorescence shining through the gaps between his fingers. Then, balancing the 
rock on his open palm, he examined it carefilly. 

"Look at this," he said. "See that it's covered with a growth of some sort, like lichen?" Then he spat on tt. 

"Will?" Chester exclaimed. 

The rock shone even more brightly. Will's mind was working overtime. "It feels warm. So moisture 
activates whatever this organism is — possibly bacteria — and it gives off light. Except for the stuff you find in 
some oceans, I've never heard of anything quite like this." He spat again, but this time on the wall of the passage. 

Sure enough, where spots of his saliva had landed, the wall glowed that much more fiercely, as if luminous 
paint had been flicked at it. 

"C'mon already, Will!" Chester said urgently, his voice low with fear. "It could be dangerous!" 

Will ignored him. "You can see what water does to it. It's like a seed that's dormant... until it gets wet." 
He turned to the other two boys. "Better not get any on your skin — wouldn't like to think what it might do to it. 
Might suck up all the moisture..." 

"Thank you, Professor Smarty-Pants. Now let's get out of here ASAP, shall we?" Chester said, 
exasperated. 

"Yep, I'm done," Will agreed, tossing the rock aside. 


* * * * * 


The rest of the journey was uneventful, and it was many hours of monotonous trudging before they left the 
passage and came out into what at first Will took to be another cavern. But as they moved forward, it soon 
became apparent that the space was something altogether different from any of those they'd been in before. 

"Hold up, Will! I think I can see lights," Cal said. 

"Where?" Chester asked. 

"There... and more over there. See them?" 

Both Will and Chester peered into the seemingly unbroken blackness. 

To catch sight of them, they had to look just off center — attempting to view the lights directly blotted the 
dimly blinking specks from view. 

In silence, they turned their heads slowly from one side to the other as they took in the tiny pomts, which 
were spaced at random intervals across the horizon. The lights seemed so far away and vague as to be gently 
pulsing and shifting through a haze of colors, similar to stars on a warm summer's night. 

"This'll be the Great Plain," Cal announced all ofa sudden. 

Will took an involuntary step backward. It had begun to sink in that the expanse ahead was truly vast. It 
was daunting: The darkness made his mind play tricks on him, so he couldn't tell if the lights were in the extreme 
distance or, indeed, much closer by. 

Together, the boys edged forward. Even Cal, who had spent his life in the immense caverns of the Colony, 
had never before encountered anything with dimensions like this. Although the roof remained at a relatively 
constant height, fifty feet or so from the floor, the rest — a yawning, endless gap — wasn't visible even with their 
lanterns set to full beam. It stretched before them, a slice of continuous blackness unbroken by a single pillar, 
stalagmite, or stalactite. And, most remarkably, gentle gusts of air wafted around, cooling them down a degree or 
two. 

"It does look massive!" Chester put into words what Will was thinking. 

"Yeah, goes on forever," Cal rejoined indifferently. 

Chester turned on him. "What do you mean, forever? How bigis it, really?" 

"About a hundred miles across," Cal answered flatly. Then he strode off, leaving the other two standing side 
by side. 

"A hundred miles!" Will repeated. 

Chester suddenly blew his top. "Why doesn't your brother just tell us everything he knows? This place 
doesn't go on 'forever.' He's sucha jerk! He either exaggerates everything or never gives us the whole story." 
With the sourest of expressions, he leaned his head to one side and then the other as he mimicked Cal. "This is 
Crevice City... blah, blah... her is the Great Plain... blahbiddy-blah..." he spat, his words clipped through his 
anger. "You know, Will, I keep getting the feeling that he's holding things back just so he can get one up on me." 

"On us," Will said. "But can you believe this place? Mind-blowing." Will was doing his best to change the 
subject and knock Chester off a course, which, it was clear, would eventually lead to a violent collision with his 
brother. 

"Yeah, it's sure blown my mind," Chester replied sarcastically and began to probe the darkness with his 
lantern, as if trying to prove Cal was wrong. 


But it did seem as though the space stretched on forever. Will immediately began to theorize about how it 
could have been formed. "Ifyou had pressure against tow loosely bonded strata from... from a tectonic 
movement," he said, overlaying one hand on the other to demonstrate it to Chester, "then it could be possible for 
one to just ride up over the other." He arched the top hand. "And, bingo, you could get this sort of feature. Like 
wood grain splitting when it gets damp." 

"Yes, that's all great," Chester said. "But what if it closes up again? What then?" 

"I suppose it could — after many thousands of years." 

"Knowing my stinking rotten luck, it'll probably be today," Chester muttered dolefully. "And I'll be squashed 
like an ant." 

"Nah, come on, the chances of that happening right now are pretty small." 

Chester grunted skeptically. 
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In a cleverly disguised entrance in the empty cellar of an old almshouse up in Highfield, not far from Main 
Street, Sarah stepped into an elevator. She slung her bag down by her feet and, hugging herself} made herself as 
small as she could. Backing into one of the corners, she looked miserably around the interior. She loathed being 
confined in the constricted space, with no means of escape. The sides and roof of the elevator were panels of 
heavy iron trelliswork, and the interior had been coated with a thick pasting of grease, the remaining traces of 
which were spiky with dirt and dust. 

She heard a brief; muffled exchange between the Styx and Colonists hanging back in the brick-walled 
chamber outside the elevator, and then Rebecca entered, unaccompanied. The girl didn't give Sarah as much as a 
glance as she swiveled sharply around on her heels, one of the Styx ramming the gate shut behind her. Rebecca 
pushed and held down the brass lever by the side of the gate and, with a lurch and a low grinding noise from 
above, the elevator began to descend. 

As it went, the heavy trellis cage creaked and rattled against the sides of the shaft, this din punctuated 
occasionally by the grating squeal of metal on metal. 

They were being lowered to the Colony. 

However much she tried to contain it, a new sensation was building in Sarah, pushing up against her fear and 
anxiety. It was anticipation. She was returning to the Colony! Her birthplace! It was as though she had 
suddenly been given the ability to go back in time. With each foot the elevator dropped, the clock was speeding 
in reverse, regaining hour after hour, year after year. Never in her wildest dreams had she imagined she'd ever see 
her homeland again. She'd dismissed the possibility so irrevocably that it was hard for her to grasp what was now 
happening. 

Taking several deep breaths, she unclenched her arms and straightened her back. 

She'd heard about the existence of these elevators, but had never actually seen, let alone ridden in, one 
before. 

Sarah rested her head against the trelliswork and, as the cage bumped its way down, watched the side of 
the shaft. The glow from Rebecca's light illuminated it, revealing that it was pocked with innumerable regular 
henpeck gouges. These were a testament to the work gangs who had dug their way down to the Colony almost 
three centuries ago, using only rudimentary hand tools. 

As the different rock strata flashed by, giving up their brown, red and gray hues, Sarah thought about the 
blood and sweat that had gone into establishing the Colony. So many people, generation upon generation, had 
toiled for all their natural lives to build it. And she had rejected it all, fleeing to the surface. 

At the top of the shaft, now several hundred feet above her, sound from the winch raised in pitch as it shifted 
up a gear, and the elevator accelerated in its descent. 

This mechanical means in and out of the Colony was a world away from the one she had taken for her 
escape twelve years ago. Then, she had been forced to climb the entire way, using a stone staircase that spiraled 
up a huge brick-built shaft. It had been long and arduous, especially because she'd been hauling young Seth after 
her. The worst part had been her final emergence into the open air onto a rooftop via the inside of an age-old 
chimney stack. As she had scrambled to get some sort of bearing on the crumbling, soot-coated sides, all the 
while dragging the crying and confused boy behind her, it had taken every last drop of her strength to hold on and 
stop them both from slipping and tumbling down into the well below. 

Don't think about that now, Sarah scolded herself, shaking her head. She realized how utterly spent she 
was from the day's events, but she had to get a grip. The day was far from over. Focus, she urged herself, 
glancing at the Styx girl traveling with her. 

Facing away from Sarah, Rebecca hadn't moved from where she stood just inside the gate. Occasionally 
scuffing her shoe against the steel plate that formed the floor of the rattling cubicle, she was clearly impatient to 
reach the bottom. 

I could deal with her right now. The thought suddenly forced itself into Sarah's head. As the Styx girl 


didn't have her escort, there would be nothing to stop Sarah. The notion gathered momentum, and Sarah knew 
she didn’t have much time before they arrived at the bottom. 

The knife was still in Sarah's handbag — for some reason the Styx hadn't taken it away. She regarded the 
bag where it lay by her feet, gauging how long it would take her to retrieve the weapon. No, too risky. Much 
better, a blow to the head. She balled her hands into fists and then opened them again. 

No! 

Sarah checked herself: Allowing her to be alone with the girl was a demonstration of the Styx's trust. And 
everything Sarah had been told seemed to fit together, to be true, so she'd decided to go along with them for the 
time being. She tried to calm herself, taking some more deep breaths. She raised a hand to her neck, tentatively 
probing the swelling around the self-inflicted wound. 

It had been a close call — she'd started to push the knife into her jugular with the desolate intent of sinking it 
up to the hilt. But with Joe Waites screaming and pleading like a madman, she'd stayed her hand. She'd been 
prepared to go through with it: She'd lived with the certainty that at some pomt the Styx would catch up to her. 
She had rehearsed her suicide in one form or another a thousand times before. 

With the knife poised and the silent audience of Styx and Colonists lining the walls around her, she'd listened 
to what Joe and Rebecca had to say, telling herself that a few more seconds wouldn't make any difference to 
someone who was already dead. 

But then, the story they had told her bore out what was written in the note. After all, the Styx could have 
executed her there and then in the excavation. So why go to all that trouble to save her? 

Rebecca had recounted what had happened on the fateful day Tam lost his life. How the Eternal City had 
been blanketed in an impenetrable fog and the viperous Will had set off pyrotechnic devices to attract the Styx 
soldiers. In all the confusion, Tam was drawn into the middle of an ambush and, mistaken for a Topsoiler, had 
been killed. Worse still, Rebecca said there was a strong possibility that Will himself had wounded Tam with 
blows from a machete in order to leave him behind as a decoy for the Styx soldiers. Sarah's blood boiled at this. 
Whatever had happened, Will had saved his own worthless skin, forcing Cal to go with him. 

Rebecca also said Imago Freebone, a childhood friend of Sarah's and Tan's, had been present at the 
incident. According to Rebecca, he had since gone missing, and she could only presume that Will had something 
to do with this as well. Sarah saw tears in Joe Waites's eyes as Rebecca spoke about this. As a member of 
Tams little gang, Imago had been Joe's friend, too. 

Sarah couldn't begin to comprehend Will's callous lack of regard for his own brother's life, let alone his 
murderous behavior. What sort of devious, conniving animal had he become? 

Once Rebecca had finished telling her the chain of events, Sarah had asked for a moment alone with Joe 
Waites, and the Styx girl, much to Sarah's amazement, had granted it. Rebecca and the complement of Styx and 
Colonists dutifully withdrew from the underground cavern, leaving them together. 

Only then had Sarah lowered her knife. She sat in the empty armchair next to Joe. The two of them had 
talked rapidly while Rebecca and her escort waited in the tunnel leading to the bone pit. Joe retold the tale in 
rushed whispers, corroborating everything in the note he'd left and the version of events Rebecca had just given. 
Sarah needed to hear it again from start to finish, form someone she knew she could trust. 

When Rebecca returned, she made Sarah a proposal. If Sarah was prepared to join forces with the Styx, 
she would be provided with the means to track down Will. She would be given the opportunity to right two 
wrongs: to avenge her brother's murder and to rescue Cal. 

It was an offer Sarah couldn't ignore. Too much was left undone. 

And, now, here she was, in a metal cage with her avowed enemy, the Styx! What had she been thinking? 

Sarah tried to imagine what Tam would have done if faced with the same situation. But it didn't help, and 
she became agitated, picking at the clot on her neck, not caring in the least that it might cause the cut to open up 
and start bleeding again. 

Rebecca half turned her head but didn't look toward Sarah, as if she could sense her turmoil. She cleared 
her throat and asked softly, "How are you doing, Sarah?" 

Sarah stared back at the Styx girl's head, at the raven-black hair that spilled over the immaculate white 
collar, and spoke, her voice finding a new aggression. 

"Just dandy. This sort of thing happens to me all the time." 

"I know how difficult this is for you," Rebecca said soothingly. "Is there anything you want to talk about?" 

"Yes," Sarah replied. "You insinuated your way into the Burrows family. You were in the house with my 
son for all those years." 

"With Will — yes, that's right," Rebecca said without any hesitation, but ceased the constant scuffing of her 
shoe on the iron floor. 

"Tell me about him," Sarah demanded. 

"What will grow crooked, you can't make straight," the Styx girl said, letting the phrase hang in the air as 
they trundled downward. "There was something a little strange about him, right from the word go. He found it 
difficult to make friends and became even more withdrawn and distant as he grew older." 

"No question he was a loner," Sarah agreed, recalling the times she had watched Will as he went about his 
digs. 

"You don't know the half of it," Rebecca said in a slightly tremulous voice. "He could be rally scary." 


"What do you mean?" Sarah asked. 

"Well, he expected everything to be done for him: his laundry, his meals... everything, and he'd fly off the 
handle at the smallest thing that wasn't just as he wanted it. You should've seen him — one moment he was fine, 
and the next he'd completely flip out and go into a horrible rage, screaming like a madman and smashing up the 
place. He was forever getting into trouble at school. Ina fight he had last year, he beat up some of his classmates 
really badly. They hadn't done anything to him! Will just lost it and laid into them with his shovel. Several had to 
be taken to the hospital, but he wasn't the slightest bit sorry for what he'd done." 

Sarah remained silent, absorbing what she'd just been told. 

"No, you have no idea what he was capable of," Rebecca said softly. "His adoptive mother knew he 
needed help, but she was too bone idle to do anything about it." Rebecca slid her hand over her forehead as if the 
memories were causing her pain. "Perhaps... perhaps Mrs. Burrows was the reason he was like he was. She 
neglected him." 

"And you... what were you there for? To keep tabs on him... or to catch me?" 

"Both," Rebecca answered dispassionately as she twisted at the waist to regard Sarah with a steady gaze. 
"But the priority was to get you back. The Governors wanted you stopped — it's been bad for the Colony to 
have you unaccounted for. A loose end. Messy." 

"And you've managed to pull it off haven't you? You even got me alive. They'll be delighted with you." 

"It's not like that. Anyway, it was your decision to come home." There was nothing in Rebecca's manner to 
suggest she was gloating over her success. She turned back to the gage again. Every so often, bright illumination 
from the entrances to other levels flashed before her, reflecting in the lustrous sheen of her jet-black hair. 

After a pause, she spoke again. "It was quite something to survive for all that time, always keeping one step 
ahead of us and rubbing shoulders with the Heathen day in, day out." She was silent for several seconds. "It must 
have been hard for you, away from everything you knew?" 

"Yes, sometimes," Sarah replied. "They say freedom has its price." She knew she shouldn't be opening up 
to the Styx girl, but she felt a grudging respect for her. Because of Sarah, Rebecca had been thrust into the alien 
place that was Topsoil. And at such a tender age. Almost the whole of the girl's life had been spent on the 
surface as she lived in the Burrows household; to say they had something in common would be a rank 
understatement. "What about you?" Sarah asked her. "How did you get by?" 

"It was different for me," Rebecca replied. "Living in exile was my duty. It was a bit like some sort of game, 
but, all through it, I never forgot where my loyalties lay." 

Sarah shivered. Although it seemed to have been uttered without reproach, the comment was like a blow, 
striking at the very kernel ofher guilt. She slumped back into the corner of the elevator and wrapped her arms 
across her chest again. 

For a while, neither of them spoke. The creaking and rattling descent of the elevator continued. 

"Not far now," Rebecca eventually announced. 

"I have one last question," Sarah shot back. 

"Sure," Rebecca replied distractedly as she glanced at her watch. 

"When this is all over... when I've done what I have to... will you let me live?" 

"Of course." Rebecca spun daintily around and turned her bright eyes on Sarah. She smiled broadly. 
"You'll be back in the fold again, back with Cal and your mother. You're important to us." 

"But why?" Sarah frowned. 

"Why? Isn't it obvious, Sarah? You're the prodigal daughter." Rebecca smiled even wider, but Sarah 
couldn't reciprocate. Her mind was awash with confusion. Maybe she just wanted to believe what the girl was 
saying a little too much. A voice of caution nagged her insistently, setting her nerves on edge. She didn't try to 
stifle it. She'd learned from bitter experience that if anything seemed too good to be true, then it almost certainly 
was. 


* * * * * 


Finally the elevator cage thumped against its stops a the bottom of the shaft, jolting its two occupants. 
Shadows moved outside. Sarah glimpsed a black-sleeved arm as it drew back the trellis door, and Rebecca 
strode purposefiully out. 

Is this a trap? Is this it? hammered through Sarah's mind. 

Sarah remained within the car, peering down the metal-lined corridor at the two Styx who held back in the 
darkness. They were positioned on either side of a thick metal door, thirty or so feet away. Rebecca raised her 
light and beckoned for Sarah to follow, motioning toward the door. The only way out of the corridor, it was 
covered in glossy black paint with a large zero roughly daubed on it. Sarah knew they were at the bottom level 
and that on the other side of the door would be an air lock, then a final door, and then the Quarter. 

This was it, the final step: Ifshe crossed through that air lock, she was back, and well and truly in their 
clutches again. 

His ankle-length leather coat creaking as he moved, one of the two Styx stepped into the light and took the 
edge of the door with his thin white fingers, pulling it back so that it clanged against the wall behind. No one 
spoke as the sound echoed around them. The Styx's black hair, drawn back tightly over his head, had traces of 


silver at the temples, and his face had a distinctly yellow hue to it and was deeply wrinkled. There were such 
uncomfortably deep creases on each of his cheeks that it looked as though his face were about to fold in on itself. 

Rebecca was watching Sarah, waiting for her to enter the air lock. 

Sarah hesitated, her instincts screaming at her not to go through the door. 

The other Styx was more difficult to observe, as he remained in the shadows behind the girl. When the light 
did catch him, Sarah's first impression was that he was much younger than the other man, with clear skin and hair 
of the purest black. But as she continued to look, she could see that he was older than she'd first thought; his face 
was lean and drawn to the point that his cheeks were slightly hollowed, and his eyes were like mysterious caverns 
in the dim light. 

Rebecca continued to watch her. "We'll go on. You come when you're ready," she said. "OK, Sarah?" 
she added softly. 

The elder of the two Styx exchanged glances with Rebecca, and gave her the merest of nods as the three of 
them passed into the air lock. Sarah heard their feet clunk on the ridged floor of the cylindrical room, followed by 
a hiss as the seal on the second door was broken. She felt the gush of warm air on her face. 

Then all was silent. 

They had gone into the Quarter, a series of large caverns linked by tunnels, where only the most trusted of 
citizens were selected to live. And a handful of these were, under the supervision of the Styx, allowed to trade 
with Topsoilers for the basic materials that couldn't be grown or mined in the Colony or the layer below, the 
dreaded Deeps. The Quarter was something akin to a frontier town, and the living conditions weren't very 
wholesome, with the ever-present risk of cave-ins and floods of Topsoil sewage. 

Sarah tilted her head to squint into the darkness of the elevator shaft above. She realized she was kidding 
herself if she thought she had any alternative. There was nowhere to run. Her destiny had been taken away from 
her and placed in the hands of the Styx the moment she'd taken the knife from her throat. At least she was still 
alive. And what was the worst they could do? Killher, after they had subjected her to one of their more horrible 
tortures? The outcome would be the same in the end. Dead now, or dead later. She had nothing to lose. 

She swept her eyes over the elevator cage for a last time, then started toward the dusky interior of the air 
lock. It was approximately fifteen feet long and oval in shape, with deep corrugations along its walls. Using the 
sides to brace herself as her feet slid on the greasy metal furrows beneath them, she slowly stepped to the open 
door at the other end, her apprehension mounting. 

She leaned out. She caught the abhorrent language of the Styx — reedy, staccato words that ceased as 
soon as the trio saw her. They were waiting a little distance away on the other side of the large tunnel. As far as 
the light in Rebecca's hand permitted Sarah to see, the tunnel was empty, with an expanse of cobbled road and 
then a strip of stone pavement where Rebecca and the other Styx stood. There were no houses; it was a highway 
tunnel, perhaps connecting to one of the warehouse caverns that were dotted around the periphery of the Quarter. 

Slowly she lifted one foot, then the other, over the lip of the air lock doorway and planted them on the shiny- 
damp cobblestones. She couldn't believe she was actually back in the Colony. She hesitated. Glancing over her 
shoulder, she looked at the wall that swept up in an elegant arc to where it would join the similarly built opposing 
wall, although the apex was obscured from sight in the gloom. She reached out a hand to touch the wall by the 
door, pressing her palm against one of the huge rectangular blocks of precisely cut sandstone. She felt the faint 
thrumming from the massive fans that circulated air around the tunnels. So very different from the vibrations in the 
Topsoil city above, it was a constant rhythm and gave her such comfort, like a mother's heartbeat. 

She drew the air deep into her lungs. The scent was there, the characteristic mustiness, a distillation of all 
the people living in the Quarter and the larger area of the Colony beyond it. It was so distinctive, and she hadn't 
smelled it for so very long. 

She was home. 

"Ready?" Rebecca called, breaking into her thoughts. 

Sarah's head jerked around to the three Styx. 

She nodded. 

Rebecca snapped her fingers and from the shadows a horse-drawn carriage rolled into view, its iron wheels 
rattling over the cobbles. Black and angular, and pulled by four horses of the purest white, these carriages were 
not an uncommon sight in the Colony. 

It drew up next to Rebecca, the horses stamping their hooves and thrusting their noses in the air, eager to 
keep moving. 

The austere hansom rocked as the three Styx climbed into it, and Sarah slowly made her way across. A 
Colonist sat in the driver's seat at the front of the cab, an old man wearing a battered trilby, who fixed his hard 
little eyes on Sarah. As she passed before the horses, she became self-conscious under the severity of his gaze. 
She knew what he'd be thinking: He probably didn't know who she was, but it was enough that she was dressed 
in Topsoiler clothes and had a Styx escort — she was the enemy, the hated. 

As Sarah stepped onto the pavement, he cleared his throat in a coarse, exaggerated way and leaned over to 
spit, only just missing her. She stopped, and very purposefully stepped on the mess he'd coughed up, grinding the 
ball of her foot into it as if she were squashing an insect. Then she looked up at him, defiantly returning his stare. 
Their eyes locked together, long seconds passing. His flared with anger, but then he blinked and averted his gaze. 

"OK, so let it begin," she said out loud, and climbed into the carriage. 
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"Want a drink?" Will proposed. "I'm parched." 

"Good idea." Chester grinned, his mood lightening. "Let's catch up with Boy Scout over there." 

They were closing in on Cal, who was still striding quickly along in the direction of one of the distant lights, 
when he turned to them. "Uncle Tam said that the Coprolites live in the ground... like rats in burrows. He said 
they have towns and food stores that are dug into—" 

"Watch out!" Will cried. 

Cal stopped himself short just in time, at the edge ofa stretch of darkness where the ground should have 
been. He teetered and then fell back on the loose floor, his feet scattering dirt over the ledge in front of him. They 
heard splashes of water as it landed. 

While Cal picked himself up, Will and Chester cautiously approached the ledge and peered over. By the 
light of their lanterns they could see there was a drop of ten feet or so, and then inky, rippling water that reflected 
their lantern beams, sending circles of light back at them. The water flowed gently along, with nothing like the 
speed of the rushing stream they'd encountered earlier. 

"This is man-made," Will observed, pointing at the regularly cut slabs forming the ledge. He leaned out as 
far as he dared to examine what lay below. The side of the canal was also lined with slabs, right down to the 
water's surface. And as far as they could see, the opposite bank was of identical construction. 

"Coprolite-made," Cal announced quietly, as if to himself. 

"What did you say?" Will asked him. 

"The Coprolites built this," Cal said in a louder voice. "Tam told me once that they have giant canal systems 
to shift the stuff they mine." 

"Useful piece of information to have known... beforehand," Chester complained under his breath. "Got any 
more surprises for us, Cal? Any words of wisdom?" 

To forestall a throw-down between the two, Will quickly intervened, suggesting they stop for a rest. They 
made themselves comfortable by the canal side, leaning on their rucksacks and sipping from their canteens. As 
they surveyed the canal that stretched on either side of them, all three were thinking the same thing: There was 
nowhere to cross. They'd just have to follow alongside and see where it took them. 


* * * * * 


They'd been sitting in silence for some time when a gentle creaking stirred them into activity again. They 
rose nervously to their feet, peering into the pitch-black and fixing their lanterns on the point from which the noise 
had emanated. 

Like a ghost, the prow ofa boat drifted into the far limits of their combined illumination. It was so eerily 
quiet, except for the odd gurgle of water, that they blinked, wondering if their eyes were deceiving them. As it 
glided into view, they could make out more of the vessel — it was a barge, rusted brown and unfeasibly wide, 
and sitting deep in the water. Heavily laden, its midsection was piled high with some organic matter. 

Will couldn't believe how long the barge was — it just kept on coming and coming. The distance from the 
bank where the boys were standing to the side of the vessel — just a few feet — was such that they could have 
easily jumped aboard if the whim had taken them. But they were frozen to the spot by a mixture of fascination 
and fear. 

The stern came into view, and they saw a stubby funnel from which wisps of smoke were issuing. Next they 
detected the deep and muted thump-thump ofan engine. The noise was gentle, like an accelerated but regular 
heartbeat, sounding from somewhere below the waterline. Then they saw something else. 

"Coprolites," Cal whispered. 

Three lumbering forms stood stock still in the stern, one with the shaft of the tiller in its hand. The boys 
watched, mesmerized, as the unmoving forms drew nearer. Then, as they drifted past, the boys could see every 
detail of the bloated, grublike caricatures of men, with their round bodies and globular arms and legs. Their suits 
were ivory in color and absorbed the light into their dull surfaces. Their heads were the size of small beach balls, 
but the most remarkable thing about them was that where their eyes should have been, lights shone like twin 
spotlights. The direction of these eye-beams revealed precisely where the strange beings were looking. 

The boys couldn't help but gawk, while the three Coprolites seemed not to take the blindest bit of notice of 
them. With their lanterns blazing, the boys' presence on the bank was unmistakable, so there was absolutely no 
way the Coprolites could have missed them. 

But there was no sign whatsoever that they were paying the boys any attention. Instead, the Coprolites 
moved very slowly, their eye-beams creeping around the barge like lazy lighthouses, never once alighting on 
them. Two of the strange beings turned ponderously, their lights creeping down the port and starboard sides of 
the barge, then both coming to rest on the prow, where they stayed. 


But suddenly the third Coprolite twisted around to face them. He moved with greater speed than either of 
his companions; with some urgency his eye-beams flicked backward and forward over the boys. Cal caught his 
breath, then murmured something as the Coprolite ran a plump hand over his eyes, the other hand raised as if ina 
salute or perhaps a wave. The strange being's head bobbed from side to side as though he was trying to get a 
better view of the boys, all the while sweeping his eye-beams over them. 

This silent connection between the boys and the Coprolite was brief, the barge continuing its steady, 
undeviating passage into the penumbra. The Coprolite was still facing them, but the increasing distance and wisps 
of smoke from the funnel made the twin spots of his eyes hazier and hazier, until they were finally lost in the 
darkness. 

"Shouldn't we get away from here?" Chester asked. "Won't they sound the alarm or something?" 

Cal was dismissive. "No, no way... They don't take any notice of outsiders. They're stupid... All they do 
is mine and then trade it with the Colony, for things like the fruit and light orbs that were on the train with us." 

"But what happens if they tell the Styx about us?" Chester pressed him. 

"I told you... they're stupid, they don't talk or anything," Cal replied wearily. 

"But what are they?" Will asked. 

"They're men... sort of... They wear those dust suits because of the heat and bad air around here," Cal 
answered. 

"Radioactivity," Will corrected him. 

"Sure, if you want to call it that. It's in the rock in this place." Cal waved his hand expansively. "That's why 
none of my people hang around for long." 

"Oh, this just gets better and better," Chester complained. "So we can't go back to the Colony, and now 
we can't stay here, either. Radioactivity! Your dad was right, Will, and we're going to fry in this forsaken place." 

"I'm sure we'll be OK for a while," Will said, trying to allay his friend's fears, but without much confidence. 

"Great, great, and freakin’ great," Chester growled, then stomped over to where they'd left the rucksacks, 
still grumbling to himself. 

"Something wasn't right back there," Cal said confidentially to Will, now that they were alone. 

"What do you mean?" 

"Well, you saw the way that last Coprolite was watching us?" Cal said, shaking his head with a confused 
expression. 

"I did, yes," Will said. "And you just told us they don't take any notice of outsiders." 

"T'm telling you... they don't. I've seen them a thousand times back in the South Cavern and they never do 
that. They never, ever look straight at you. And he was moving strangely... too fast for a Coprolite. He didn't 
act normal." Cal paused to scratch his forehead. "Maybe it's different down here, because it's their land. But it's 
weird, all the same." 

"I guess it is," Will said thoughtfully, little knowing how close he'd just come to his father. 
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Dr. Burrows stirred, thinking he'd heard the soft chiming sound, the wake-call that rang without fail every 
morning in the Coprolite settlement. He listened intently for a while, then frowned. There was nothing but silence. 

"Must have overslept," he decided, rubbing his chin with a look of some surprise as he encountered the 
stubble on it. He'd grown fond of the straggling beard he'd sported for so long, and found he missed it now that 
he'd shaved it off Something within his psyche had been very comfortable with the image it presented. He'd 
promised himself that he would regrow it for his glorious return, his eventual emergence back out on the surface 
again — whenever that was going to be. He'd cut an impressive figure on the front pages of all the newspapers. 
The imagined headlines loomed before him: "The Robinson Crusoe of the Underworld"; "The Wild Man of the 
Deeps"; "Dr. Hades..." 

"That's quite enough," he said out loud, putting a stop to his self-indulgence. 

He pulled aside his coarse blanket and sat up on the straw-stuffed mattress. It was too short for an 
average-sized man, as he was, and his legs hung over the edge by nearly two feet. 

He put on his spectacles, scratched his head. He'd attempted to cut his hair himself and hadn't made a 
terribly good job of it; in some places it was almost down to the scalp, while in others there were tufts about an 
inch long. He scratched even more vigorously, working his way around his head and then across his chest and 
armpits. Scowling with displeasure, he gazed in an unfocused way at his fingertips. 

"Journal!" he said suddenly. "I didn't make an entry yesterday." He'd arrived back so late that he'd 
completely forgotten to record the day's events. Clicking his tongue against his teeth as he retrieved his book 
from under his bed, he opened it at a page that was blank except for the heading: 


DAY 141 


Under this he began to write, whistling a random and disjointed tune all the while: 
Scratched myself half to death during the night. 

He paused and thoughtfully licked the end ofhis pencil stub, then continued: 
The lice are simply unbearable, and they're getting worse. 


He glanced around the small, almost circular room, some twelve feet from side to side, and up to the 
concave ceiling. 

The texture of the walls was irregular, as if the drying plaster or mud or whatever it was constructed from 
had been applied by hand. As for the shape, it gave him the impression that he was inside a large jar, and it 
amused him that he knew now how a genie trapped in a bottle might feel. This impression was heightened by the 
fact that the only way in or out was below him, in the center of the floor. It was covered by a piece of beaten 
metal that resembled an old trash can lid. 

He glanced at his dust suit, hanging from a wooden peg on the wall like the shucked-off skin ofa lizard but 
with a light coming from the eye holes where the luminous orbs were inserted. He should be putting on the suit, 
but he felt duty-bound to complete the entry for the previous day first. So he continued with his journal: 


I sense the moment has arrived for me to move on. The Coprolites... 

He hesitated, debating whether to use the name he had devised for these people, assuming they were a 
distinct species from Homo Sapiens, something he hadn't been able to ascertain yet. "Homo Caves," he said, 
then shook his head, deciding against it. He didn't want to confuse matters before he had his facts straight. He 
began to write again. 


The Coprolites are, I believe, tryng to communicate to me that I should leave, although I know not why. I don't 
think it has anything to do with me or, more specifically, with anything I've done. I might be mistaken, but I am 
certain the mood has changed in the encampment. During the last twenty-four hours, there has been more activity 
than I've seen in the past two months. What with the additional food stores I saw them laying down, and the 
restrictions on the womenfolk and children from venturing outside, they are almost acting as if they are under 
siege. Of course, these could merely be precautionary measures that they put into practice every so often — but I 
do believe something is about to happen. 


And so it seems it is time for me to résumé my travels. I shall miss the Coprolites in no small measure. They have 
accepted me into their gentle society, one in which they seem perfectly at ease with each other, and, strangely 
enough, with me. Maybe it's because I'm not a Colonist or a Styx, and they recognize that I pose no risk to them 
or their progeny. 


In particular, their offspring are a constant source of fascination, almost adventuresome and playful. I have to 
keep reminding myself the young are not a completely different species from the adults. 


He stopped whistling to allow himselfa chuckle, reminiscing how at first the adults wouldn't even hold his 
stare when he tried, fruitlessly, to communicate with them. They would avert their rather small gray eyes, their 
body language one of awkward submission. Such was the difference in temperament between him and these 
unassuming people that at times he pictured himself as the hero from a Western, the lone gunslinger who had 
trekked across the prairies to a town of cowed farmers or miners or what have you. To them, Dr. Burrows was a 
powerful, all-conquering, he-man hero. Hah! Him! 

"Get on with it, will you," he told himself, and resumed his writing: 


Allin all the Coprolites are such a gentle and chronically reticent people, and I can't claim that I have gotten to 
know them. Perhaps the meek have inherited the earth, after all. 


I shall never forget their act of mercy in rescuing me. I have written of it before, but now that I am to leave, I have 
been thinking much about it again. 


Dr. Burrows stopped and looked up, staring into the middle distance for several moments, with the air of 
someone who is trying to remember something but has forgotten why he is trying to remember it in the first place. 

Then he flicked back through the pages of his journal until he found his first entry on arriving in the Deeps 
and read it to himself. 


The Colonists were unfriendly and uncommunicative as they led me a merry dance away from the Miners' Train 
and into what they said was a lava tube. They told me to continue along it toward the Great Plain, and that what I 
wanted to see was on the way. When I tried to ask them some questions, they became quite hostile. 


I wasn't about to get into an argument with them, and so did what they told me. I walked away, at a brisk pace to 
start with, but then stopped once I was out of sight. I wasn't convinced I was going in the right direction. I was 
suspicious that they were trying to get me lost in the maze of tunnels, so I backtracked and... 


At this point Dr. Burrows clicked his tongue against his teeth again and shook his head. 
...in the process, I became completely lost. 


He whisked the page over as if he was still annoyed at himself, then scanned his description of the empty 
house that he'd discovered, and the surrounding huts. 

He moved past the entry as if it didn't interest him much, to a smeary, dirty page. His handwriting, never 
very legible at the best of times, was even worse here, and his hastily written sentences ran across the page at an 
array of different angles, blissfully ignoring the ruled lines. In places, his sentences were even written on top of one 
another, in a kind of literary pick-up sticks. At the bottom of three successive pages, the word LOST was 
scrawled in large, increasingly more erratic capitals. 

"Messy, messy," he admonished himself. "But I was in a bad way." 

Then a passage in the entry caught his eye, and he read it out loud. 


I can't truly say for how long I have roamed through this hotchpotch of passages. At times all hope has deserted 
me, and I have begun to resign myself to the fact that I might never emerge ftom them, but it has all been wroth it 
now... 


Directly below it, a subheading proudly announced THE STONE CIRCLE. On the next pages were 
sketch after sketch of the stones comprising the underground monument he'd stumbled across. He'd not only 
recorded the positions and shapes of the stones themselves, but on each page had drawn circles in the corners, 
like the view through a magnifying glass, recording in painstaking detail the symbols and the strange inscriptions 
chiseled into their faces. His spirits had soared at the discovery, despite his increasing hunger and thirst. Not 
knowing how long he had to make his supplies last, each day he'd been forcing himself to consume as little as he 
could. 

A self-satisfied grin played on his face as he inspected these pages, admitting his labors. 

"Perfect, perfect." 

Then he stopped as he came to the next page, pursing his lips with an unuttered, "Ohhhh!" as he read the 
heading: 


THE TABLET CAVES 
He'd written a couple of lines below this: 


After finding the Stone Circle, I thought my luck was in. Little did I realize I was to find something that, in my 
opinion, is of equal or greater importance. The caves were filled with tablets, scores of them, all with writing not 
dissimilar to that cut into the menhirs of the Stone Circle. 


Dozens of pages with drawings of the tablets followed, skillful pictures of the writing carved on therr faces, 
all meticulously copied. But, as he turned the pages, they became less carefully drafted, until it looked as ifa 
young child had been drawing them. 

I HAVE TO KEEP WORKING was written so forcibly under one of the final, slapdash sketches that the 
pencil lines, pressed deep into the page, had even torn the paper in places. 


I MUST DECIPHER THIS WRITING! IT IS THE CLUE TO WHO LIVED DOWN HERE! I HAVE TO 
KNOW. I HAVE TO... 


With a finger, he felt the impressions of his words in the journal, trying to recall his state of mind at that 
instant. It was hazy. The food had all gone, and he had continued to work feverishly, with scant regard for his 
water supplies. When he found they, too, had run out, it had taken him completely by surprise. 

Still trying to remember, he looked at the note he'd scrawled in a neater, almost despairing way, in the 
middle of an outline ofa stone tablet he had never finished drawing: 


I must keep working. My strength is deserting me. The stones become heavier and heavier as I lug them from the 
piles to examine them. I live in fear that I might drop one. I have to st 


It ended there. He had no recollection of what had happened next, except that in a kind of delirium he had 
staggered off in search of a spring and, not finding one, had somehow managed to get himself back to the Tablet 


Caves. 
After a blank page there was DAY? and the words: 


Coprolites. I keep debating whether I'd still be alive if the two youngsters hadn't chanced upon me and fetched 
the adults. Probably not. I must have been ina bad way. I have a mental picture of the strange figures leaning 
over my journal, their lights crisscrossing as they peered at the pages on which I'd drawn my sketches, but I'm not 
sure if I really saw this or if it's just my mind telling me what might have happened. 


"I digress. This is no good," he said sternly to himself, shaking his head. "Yesterday's entry! I must finish 
yesterday's entry." He fanned through the pages until he found the one where he'd started, and put pencil to 
paper once more: 


In the morning, after I'd suited up, I was making my way down to the food stores to collect my breakfast, through 
the communal area where a group of the Coprolite children were playing a game somewhat akin to marbles. 
Must have been a dozen or so of the youths, of varying ages, squatting down and rolling these large marbles, 
made from what appeared to be polished slate, across a clear-swept area of ground. They were trying to knock 
over a carved stone bowling pin that vaguely resembled a man. 


Taking turns, they flicked the marbles at it, and when they had all had their goes the pin was still standing. One of 
the smaller children handed me a marble. It was lighter than I expected, and I dropped it a few times to start with 
(still not used to the gloves) and then, with some difficulty, I finally managed to manipulate it into position between 
my thumb and forefinger. I was just rather clumsily trying to aim it when — imagine my surprise! — the gray 
sphere suddenly came to life! It uncurled and scurried over my palm! It was a huge wood louse, the likes of 
which I've never seen before. 


I have to say, I was so astounded, I dropped it again. It had similarities to an armadillidium vulgare, a pill wood 
louse, but on steroids! It had multiple pairs of articulated legs, which it used to great effect, scuttling away at a 
rate of knots as several of the children followed in hot pursuit. I could hear the others giggling away in their suits; 
they thought it was hilarious. 


Later that day I saw a couple of the more senior members of the encampment preparing to leave. They were 
touching the heads of their dust suits together, quite possibly conversing with each other, though I have never 
heard their language. For all I know, it might be English. 


I followed them and they didn't seem to mind — they never do. We climbed out of the encampment, somebody 
rolling the boulder back behind us to block the entrance after we exited. The fact that their encampments are 
excavated into the floor of the Great Plain and the side passages leading off it, or sometimes even cut into its roof, 
renders them almost invisible to the casual observer. I tagged along behind the two Coprolites for several hours 
until we left the Great Plain, taking a passage that dipped steeply down. As it leveled out, I found we were in 
some type of port area. 


It was substantial, with large- gauge railway tracks running alongside a basin of water. (I believe that the 
Coprolites were responsible for the construction of the track for the Miners' Train and for digging the canal 
system, both tremendous undertakings.) At the quayside, three canal boats were docked, and I was delighted 
when the Coprolites boarded the nearest one. It was fully laden with recently mined coal. The vessel was 
powered by a steam engine — I watched as they shoveled coal into a furnace and lit it with a tinderbox. 


When sufficient pressure had built up, we set off, traveling out of the basin and along mile after mile of enclosed 
waterways. We stopped several times to operate the locks as we came to them — here I was able to step off the 
boat and onto the bank and watch as they hand-cranked the lock gates. 


As we went, I thought much on how these people and the Colonists rely on each other, a sort of slipshod 
symbiosis, but I would say that the fruit and light orbs are little recompense for the vast tonnage of coal and tron 
ore that the Colony receives in return. These people are master miners, laboring with their heavy, steam-driven 
digging equipment (see Appendix 2 for my drawings). 


We went past some of the areas of intense heat I've described before, where lava must flow close behind the 
rocks. I dread to think what temperature it was outside my dust suit. We eventually emerged back onto the 
Great Plain, making good speed now that the furnace was roaring, and I was beginning to feel rather exhausted 
(these suits are intolerably heavy after prolonged use) when we saw a group of what I can only assume were 
Colonists on the canal side. 


They categorically weren't Styx, and I believe we may have startled them. There were three, a motley crew from 


what I could tell, looking a bit lost and nervous. Couldn't see very much, since the combination of my glasses and 
the light orbs around the eyepieces of the suit produces such a glare, it impairs my vision somewhat. 


They didn't look like full-grown Colonists, so I haven't the foggiest what they were doing so far away from the 
train. They gawped at us, though the two Coprolites accompanying me typically took no notice whatsoever. I 
tried to wave at the trio, but they didn't acknowledge me. Perhaps they, too, had been Banished from the 
Colony, just as I would have been if I hadn't actually wanted to go into the Interior. 


Dr. Burrows reread the last paragraph, then his eyes glazed over as he began to dream again. He imagined 
his battered journal, open at this very page, in a glass case in the British Library or perhaps even the Smithsonian. 
"History," he said to himself. "You are making history." 


* * * * * 


Finally he'd put on his suit and, moving the trash-can-lid door aside, climbed down the steps carved into the 
wall. At the bottom, as he stood on the well-raked dirt floor, he peered around, his breathing loud in his ears. 

His hunch that change was in the air had been right. 

The settlement was uncharacteristically dark. 

And completely deserted. 

In the center of the communal area, a single, flickering light burned. Dr. Burrows began walking toward tt, 
keeping the wall to his side and glancing up at the roof spaces above him. The twin beams from his suit revealed 
that all the hatches to the other living spaces were open. The Coprolites never left them like that. 

The encampment had been evacuated while he slept. 

He approached the light. It was an oil lamp suspended above a tabletop of polished "snowflake" obsidian, 
which was set into a rusty iron frame. Like a mirror, the highly polished black surface, dappled with diffuse white 
patches, reflected the flame, and he could see that something was on tt, eerily lit by the shifting light. Rectangular 
packets, neatly wrapped in what appeared to be rice paper, were arranged on the table ina row. He picked up 
one of these, weighing it in his hand. 

"They left me some food," he said. Moved by an unexpected swell of emotion through the thick layers of 
the suit. He shook his head quickly, ending the moment. He was distrustful of such outpourings of 
sentimentalism. Ifhe gave in to them, he knew he would begin to feel pangs of guilt about the family he'd 
deserted, about his wife Celia, and his children, Will and Rebecca. 

No. Emotion was a luxury he couldn't afford, not now. He had his purpose and nothing was going to 
deflect him from tt. 

He began to gather up the packages. As he lifted the last of these, cradling them in his arms, he saw that a 
scroll of parchment had been left between them. He quickly replaced the packages on the table and opened the 
scroll. 

It was a map, drawn up in bold lines and with stylized symbols dotted around it. He rotated the parchment 
first one way and then the other, trying to work out where he was. With a triumphant "Yes!" he recognized the 
settlement he was now in, and then traced a fingertip around the heaviest outline on the map, the border of the 
Great Plain. From the edge of this, tiny parallel lines ran on, evidently marking tunnels that ran off it. Next to their 
courses were many more symbols that he couldn't immediately understand. He frowned, totally engrossed. 

These quiet, self-effacing creatures had given him what he needed. They'd shown him the way. 

He clasped his hands together and held them up in front of his face, wringing them in a prayer of gratitude. 

"Thank you, thank you," he said, his mind already buzzing with thoughts of his onward journey. 


Part Two 


The Homecoming 
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Sarah hooked the leathery blind to one side to peer through the small window in the door of the cab. The 
journey took the carriage along a succession of darkened tunnels, until finally it turned a corner and she spotted an 
illuminated area ahead. 

In the light shed by the streetlamps, she saw the first of many ranks of terraced houses. As they sped past, 
she noticed that some of the doors were open, but she couldn't see a single person in evidence, and the small 


lawns to the front of each home were overrun with tall clumps of black lichen and self-spored fungi. What had 
been the contents of the houses now littered the pavements; pots and pans and pieces of broken furniture lay 
discarded there. 

The cab slowed to negotiate a cave-in. It was a serious one: Part of the tunnel had collapsed, and the 
massive blocks of limestone had tumbled down on top of a house, smashing in the roof and almost completely 
crushing the building. 

Surprised, Sarah glanced at Rebecca, who was sitting across from her. 

"This stretch is to be filled so we can cut the number of Topsoil portals. That's some of the fallout from your 
son's break-in to the Colony," Rebecca said matter-of-factly as the carriage accelerated again, jostling them from 
side to side with its motion. 

"This is all because of Will?" Sarah asked, imagining how the people would have been cruelly forced to 
leave their houses. 

"I told you — he doesn't care who he hurts," Rebecca said. "You have no idea what he's capable of. He's 
a sociopath, and someone has to stop him." 

The old Styx beside Rebecca nodded sanguinely. 

Through the twisting tunnels and cobbled tracks they went, lower and lower. As they began the final 
descent toward the Colony, there was no longer anything to see, and Sarah sat back. Feeling awkward, she 
lowered her eyes to her lap. One of the wheels rode over something and the carriage tipped precariously, 
throwing its passengers violently across the wooden seats. Sarah shot a look of alarm at Rebecca, who gave her 
one of those comforting smiles as the cab righted itself with a crash. The two other Styx remained impassive, just 
as they had been for the whole journey. Sarah stole furtive glances at them and couldn't suppress a shudder. 

Imagine. 

The enemies she had reviled with every fiber of her soul were a hairsbreadth away from her. They were her 
traveling companions. So close she could smell them. She wondered for the millionth time what they really 
wanted from her. Perhaps they were simply going to throw her into a cell when they reached their destination, 
and then Banish or execute her. But why go through with this charade if that were the case? The urge to escape 
was building irrepressibly in her once more. Her mind screamed at her to flee, and she began to calculate how far 
she might get. She was looking at the door handle, her fingers fidgeting, when Rebecca stretched out a hand and 
placed it on hers, stilling their movement. 

"Not far now." 

Sarah tried to smile and then, in the flash of light from a passing lamppost, she noticed the old Styx was 
looking straight at her. His pupils weren't quite jet-black, as they were with the rest of the Styx, but appeared to 
have an additional tinge to them, the slightest glimmer of a color she couldn't classify — between red and brown 
— that, to her, was darker and deeper than black itself. 

And as his gaze rested momentarily on her, she felt an intense uneasiness, as if somehow he knew precisely 
what she was thinking. But then he was looking out the window again and didn't move his eyes from it for the rest 
of the journey, not even when he began to speak. It would be the only time he did so during the entire trip. His 
manner was that of someone wise with years; it was not the vengeful ranting Sarah was accustomed to hearing 
from senior members of the Styx. He seemed to weigh his words carefully, as if balancing them against each other 
before he let them past his thin lips. 

"We are not that different, Sarah." 

She jerked her head toward him. She was spellbound by the web of deep lines at the corners of his eyes 
that sometimes curled as ifhe were about to smile — although he never did. 

"If we have a failing, it is that we do not recognize that a handful of people down here, the very few, are not 
that different from us, the Styx." 

He blinked slowly as they passed a particularly large lamppost that shone into the cab so brightly it lit up all 
its corners. Sarah saw then that neither of the other two in the carriage were looking at the old Styx or, indeed, at 
her, as he went on. 

"We set ourselves apart and, every so often, somebody like you comes along. You have a strength that 
singles you out; you resist us with the passion and fervor we expect from our own kind." 

"You are merely striving for recognition, fighting for something you believe in — it matters not what — and 
we do not listen." He paused to take a long, considered breath. 

"Why? Because we've had to dominate the people of the Colony for so many years — for the common 
good — and we tend to treat you all the same. But you are not all from the same mold. Although you are a 
Colonist, Sarah Jerome, you are passionate and committed, and not the same... not the same at all. Maybe you 
should be tolerated, for your spirit alone." 

Sarah continued to stare at him long after he'd stopped speaking, wondering if he'd been inviting a response 
from her. She had no idea what message he'd been giving. Was he trying to show compassion toward her? Was 
this some kind of Styx charm offensive? 

Or was he making some bizarre and unprecedented invitation for her to join the Styx? That couldn't be. 
That was unthinkable. That never happened. The Styx and the Colonists were races apart, the oppressors and 
the oppressed, as the old Styx had implied. And never the twain shall meet... and that was how it had always 
been and always would be, world without end. 


A further possibility surfaced. Were his words simply an admission of the Styx's failure, a belated apology 
for the way she had been treated over her dying baby? 

She was still pondering all this as the hansom drew to a halt before the Skull Gate. 

She'd passed through it only a dozen or so times in her life, accompanying her husband on some official 
matter or other in the Quarter, where she had been left to wait outside in the street or, if actually allowed into the 
meeting, had been expected to remain silent. This was the way in the Colony: Women were not considered to be 
equal to men and could never hold positions of any level of responsibility. 

She'd heard rumors that things were different with the Styx. And wasn't the living proof of it sitting across 
from her right now, in the shape of Rebecca? Sarah found it hard to believe that this mere child seemed to hold 
such sway. She'd also heard talk, mostly from Tam, that there was an inner circle, a kind of royalty at the top of 
the Styx hierarchy, but this was pure speculation. The Styx lived apart from the people of the Colony, and so 
nobody knew for sure what went on, although rumors of their bizarre religious rituals were bandied about in the 
taverns in low whispers, growing more and more exaggerated with each telling. 

As she looked from the girl to the old Styx and back again, Sarah caught herself thinking that they could be 
related in some way. Ifthe hearsay was to be believed, the Styx didn't have traditional family units, the children 
instead being taken away at an early age and raised by designated guardians or headmasters in their private 
schools. 

But Sarah felt that there was definitely a bond between the two of them as they sat there in the dark. She 
sensed some sort of connection that went beyond the Styx's allegiance to each other. Despite his advanced years 
and his inscrutable face, there was the vaguest hint of the avuncular about the old Styx's manner toward the young 
girl. 

Sarah's thoughts were interrupted by a single knock on the door of the hansom cab. It flew open. A 
blindingly bright lantern shone rudely in, the glare making Sarah shade her eyes. Then came an exchange, in reedy 
clicks, between the younger Styx by her side and the lantern bearer. The light withdrew almost immediately, and 
Sarah heard the clanking of the portcullis as the Skull Gate was raised. She didn’t lean over to the window to 
watch, but instead pictured the pig-iron gate as it retreated into the huge carved effigy ofa skull above tt. 

The gate's purpose was to keep the inhabitants of the huge caverns in place. Of course, Tam had found 
myriad ways around this main barrier. It had been like a game of Chutes and Ladders to him; each time one of his 
smuggling runs was discovered, he always managed to find an alternative route to get Topsoil. 

Indeed, she herself had used a route he'd told her about to make good her escape, through an air-ventilation 
tunnel. With another pang of loss, Sarah smiled at the memory of the scene as the big man, with his bearlike 
hands, had painstakingly sketched her an intricate map in brown ink on a square of cloth the size of a small 
handkerchief: She knew that particular route was useless now — with typical Styx efficiency it would have been 
closed off in the hours after she'd fled to the surface. 

The carriage surged forward, moving at an incredible rate, descending deeper and deeper. Then came a 
change in the air, and a burning smell filled her nostrils, and everything began to vibrate with a pervasive low 
rumble. The carriage was passing the main fan stations. Hidden from sight in a huge excavated space high above 
the Colony, massive fans churned away, day and night, drawing off the smog and stale air. 

She sniffed, inhaling deeply. Down here, everything was more concentrated: the smoke and fumes from 
fires; the smell of cooking, of mildew and rot and decay; and the collective stench of the huge number of human 
beings segregated in several interlinking, albeit quite large, areas. A distilled essence of all life in the Colony. 

The carriage made a sharp turn. Sarah gripped the edge of the wooden seat so she wouldn't slide along its 
worn surface and into the younger Styx at her side. 

Closer. 

She was getting closer. 

As they continued down, she leaned expectantly forward to the window. 

She looked out, no longer able to stop herself from gazing at the twilight world that had once been the only 
one she knew. 

From this distance, the stone-built houses, workshops, storefronts, squat places of worship, and substantial 
official buildings which the South Cavern was composed looked very much the same as when she'd last seen 
them. She wasn't surprised. Life down here was as constant as the pale light of the orbs that burned twenty-four 
hours a day, week in, week out, for the last three centuries. 

The hansom cab raced off the bottom of the incline and through the streets at breakneck speed, people 
stepping out of the way or pushing their handcarts quickly against the curbs so as not to be mown down. 

Sarah saw Colonists regarding the speeding carriage with bewildered expressions. Children pointed, but 
their parents pulled them back as they realized that the hansom was carrying Styx. It wasn't done to stare at 
members of the ruling class. 

"Here we are," Rebecca said gently. "Come with me." 

She took Sarah's hand, guiding the quaking woman out into the dimness of the cavern. As she allowed 
herself to be led, Sarah lifted her head to look a the immense span of rock that stretched over the subterranean 
city. Smoke rose lazily from the stone canopy above, rippling slightly as the enormous vents around the walls fed 
fresh air into the cavern. 

Rebecca kept Sarah's hand clasped in hers, drawing her on. There was a clattering and another hansom 


cab drew up behind the one from which they had just dismounted. Sarah stopped, resisting Rebecca and turning 
to look back at it. She could just make out Joe Waites through the carriage window. 

She swung back to view the uniform row of houses stretching along the street. It was completely empty, 
which was unusual at this hour. Her unease grew again. 

"I didn’t think you'd want people gaping at you," Rebecca said, as if she knew what was in Sarah's mind. 
"So I had the area cordoned off." 

"Ah," Sarah said quietly, "and he's not here, is he?" 

"We've done exactly as you requested." 

Back in the cat's chamber in Highfield, Sarah had insisted on one condition: She couldn’t face seeing her 
husband, even after all this time. Whether it was because it would bring back memories of the dead baby or 
because she couldn’t cope with her own betrayal and abandonment of him, she didn’t know. 

She still hated him and, when she allowed herself to be brutally honest, still loved him, in equal measures. 

She walked as if she was ina dream. The appearance of her house was unchanged, as if she'd left it only 
yesterday and the last twelve years had never happened. After all that time on the run, living hand to mouth like 
some sort of animal, Sarah was home. 

She touched the deep cut on her throat. 

"It's all right, it doesn't look too bad," Rebecca said, squeezing Sarah's hand. 

There it was again: a Styx child, spawn of the worst filth imaginable, trying to comfort her! Holding her 
hand and acting like she was her friend. Had the world gone mad? 

"Ready?" Rebecca asked. 

The last time Sarah had seen the house, her dead baby had been laid out — in that room there — her eyes 
flicked up to the master bedroom, where she'd sat by the cot on that dreadful night. And down there — she 
turned her attention to the living room window — flashes of her past life came back: mending her son's clothes; 
emptying the grate in the morning; bringing her husband tea as he read the paper; and smiling at her brother Tam's 
deep voice, as ifheard from another room, his laughter soaring as glasses clinked together. Oh, if only he was 
still alive. Dear, dear, dear Tam. 

"Ready?" Rebecca asked again. 

"Yes," Sarah replied decisively. "I am." 

They went slowly up the path, but as they reached the front door, Sarah shrank back. 

"It's OK," Rebecca cooed soothingly. "Your mother's waiting." She pushed through the door and Sarah 
followed her into the hall. "She's through there. Go and see her. I'll be outside." 

Sarah looked at the familiar green-striped wallpaper upon which hung the stern pictures of her husband's 
ancestors, generations of men and women who had never seen what she'd seen: the sun. Then she touched a 
smoky-blue shade on a lamp on the hall table, as if making sure that everything was real, that she wasn't in the 
throes of some bizarre hallucination. 

"Take as long as you want." With that Rebecca whirled around and, in prim steps, exited the house, leaving 
Sarah standing alone. 

She drew a deep breath and, walking stiffly as an automaton, made her way into the living room. 

The fire was lit and the room looked as it ever did, maybe a little more worn and discolored by smoke, but 
still warm and welcoming. She padded quietly over to the Persian rug and the winged leather armchairs, edging 
slowly around until she could see who was sitting there. She still thought that at any moment she'd wake and all 
this would be over, dimming in memory like any dream. 

"Ma?" 

The old lady raised her head feebly, as if she'd been dozing, but Sarah knew she hadn't when she saw the 
tears on her wrinkled cheeks. Sarah felt her body go limp with all the emotions that were sweeping through her. 

"Ma." Her voice gave out and all she could manage was a croak. 

"Sarah," the old lady said, and stood up with some difficulty. She raised her arms to Sarah, who saw she 
was still crying and couldn't stop herself, either. "They said you were coming, but I didn't dare hope." 

Her mother's arms were around her but the embrace felt frail, not the strong grip she remembered. They 
stood, holding each other, until her mother spoke. 

"I need to sit," she gasped. 

As she did so, Sarah kneeled down before her chair, still holding her mother's hands. 

"You look well, my child," her mother said. 

Sarah fumbled for something to say in response, but was too overwrought to speak. 

"Life up there must suit you," the old lady went on. "Is it really as wicked as they tell us?" 

Sarah started to answer, but once again words failed her. She couldn’t begin to explain and, at that 
moment, it really didn't matter to either of them, anyway. It was being together, being reunited, that counted. 

"So much has happened, Sarah." The old woman hesitated. "The Styx have been good to me. They've 
been sending someone to help me to services every day so I can pray for Tam's soul." She lifted her eyes to the 
window as if it was too painful to look at her daughter. "They told me you would be coming home, but I didn't 
dare believe them. It was too much to hope that I might see you again... one last time... before I die." 

"Don't talk like that, Ma, you've got a good few years in you yet," Sarah said ever so softly as she shook her 
mother's hands in a gentle reprimand. As her mother turned her head back toward her, Sarah looked deep into 


her eyes. It was heartrending to see the change, as ifa light had gone out. There'd always been a vibrant sparkle 
to them, but now they seemed lackluster and vacant. Sarah knew that time alone had not been responsible. She 
know that she was partly to blame, and felt she had to account for her actions. 

'T've been the cause of so much, haven't I? I split the family. I put my sons in danger..." Sarah said, her 
voice trembling. She took several rapid breaths. "And I have no idea how my husband... John... feels." 

"He looks after me now," her mother said quickly. "Now that there's nobody else." 

"Oh, Ma," Sarah croaked, her speech becoming broken. "I... I didn't mean for you to be left alone... when 
I went... I'm so sorry—" 

"Sarah," the old lady interrupted, the tears flowing freely down her lined face as she squeezed her daughter's 
hands. "Don't torture yourself; You did what you thought you had to." 

"But, Tam... Tam's dead... and I just can't believe it." 

"No," the old lady said, so softly as to be barely audible against the crackle of the fire, and bowed her grief- 
stricken face. "Neither can I." 

"Is it true..." Sarah hesitated in midsentence, then asked the question she had been dreading to ask. "Is it 
true that Seth had a hand in it?" 

"Call him Will, not Seth!" her mother snapped, her head jerking toward Sarah, who jumped at the outburst. 
"He is not Seth, he is not your son anymore," her mother said, her swift anger tightening the sinews in her neck and 
making slits of her eyes. "Not after all the harm he's done." 

"Do you know that for sure?" 

Her mother became incoherent. "Joe... the Styx... the police... everyone knows it for sure!" she 
spluttered. "Don't you now what happened?" 

Sarah was torn between needing to know more and not wanting to upset her mother any further. "The Styx 
told me Will led Tam into a trap," Sarah said, pressing her mother's hands consolingly. They were tensed and 
rigid. 

"Just to save his own worthless hide!" the old woman spat. "But how could he?" Her head sagged, but her 
eyes remained fixed on Sarah. The anger seemed to desert her for that instant and was replaced with an 
expression of mute incomprehension. For a moment she was closer to the person Sarah remembered, the kindly 
old lady who had spent her whole life working so hard for her family. 

"I don't know," Sarah whispered. "They say he forced Cal to go with him." 

"He did!" In an instant, her mother had resumed the vengeful, ugly mask, hunching her already rounded 
shoulders in a show of anger and snatching her hands away from Sarah. "We welcomed Will back with open 
arms, but he'd become a foul, loathsome Topsoiler." She thumped the arm of the chair, her teeth clenched. "He 
fooled us... all ofus, and Tam died because of him." 

"I just don't understand how... why he did that to Tam. Why would any son of mine do that?" 

"HE'S NOT YOUR SON!" her mother wailed, her small chest heaving. 

Sarah recoiled — she'd never heard her mother yell before, not once in her whole life. And she feared for 
her mother's health. She was in such a state of distress, Sarah was worried that she might do herself harm. 

Then, becoming quiet again, the old woman pleaded, "Whatever you do, you must save Cal." She leaned 
forward, tears streaming down her wrinkled face. "You'll get Cal back, won't you, Sarah?" her mother said, a 
hard, steely edge creeping into her voice. "You are going to save him — promise me that." 

"If it's the last thing I do," Sarah whispered, and she turned to stare into the hearth. 

This moment of meeting her mother again, of which she'd dreamed so many times for so long, had been 
desecrated by Will's duplicity. The depth of her mother's conviction that he was responsible banished any 
reservations she'd had. After a span of twelve long years, Sarah's strongest connection with her mother was their 
overwhelming need for vengeance. 

They listened to the crackle of the fire. There was nothing to be said, and neither felt like talking anymore, 
consumed by the pure hatred they shared for Will. 


* * * * * 


Outside the house, Rebecca watched the horses champing impatiently and rattling their harnesses as they 
shook their heads. She was leaning against the door of the second carriage, in which Joe Waites sat nervously, 
hemmed in by several Styx. He stared at Rebecca through the small carriage window, his face taut and strained, a 
sheen of unhealthy sweat on his forehead. 

A Styx appeared at the door of the Jerome house. It was the same Styx who'd been sitting next to Sarah 
for the coach journey to the Colony and, unbeknownst to her and her mother, had stolen in through the back of 
the house so he could monitor their conversation from the hallway. 

He raised his head high to Rebecca. She nodded back once in acknowledgment. 

"Is that good?" Joe Waites asked quickly, edging closer to the carriage window. 

"Sit down!" Rebecca hissed with all the vehemence of a disturbed viper. 

"But, my wife, my daughters?" he said hoarsely, his eyes pathetic in their desperation. "Do I get them back 
now?" 

"Maybe. If you're a good little Colonist and continue to do as you're told," Rebecca sneered at him. Then, 


in the clicking, nasal language of the Styx, she addressed his escort in the carriage: "After we're finished here, put 
him in with his family. We'll deal with them all together when the job's done." 

Joe Waites watched apprehensively as the Styx by his side acknowledged Rebecca, then gave her a 
sardonic grin. 

Rebecca strolled back to the first coach, swaying her hips in a way that she'd seen precocious teenage girls 
do when she'd been Topsoil. It was her victory walk; she was reveling in her success. It was so close now, she 
could almost taste it, her mouth filling with a gush of sticky saliva. Her father would be so proud ofher. She'd 
taken two problems, two strands, and was setting one against the other. The best outcome would be if they 
neutralized each other, but even if one remained at the end of the play, she could snuff it out so easily. Ah, the 
elegance! 

She came alongside the first carriage, where the old Styx sat. 

"Progress?" he asked. 

"She's swallowing it, hook, line and sinker." 

"Excellent," the old Styx said to her. "And what about the loose end?" he queried, tilting his head at the 
carriage behind. 

Rebecca smiled that gentle smile she had used to such effect on Sarah. 

"When Sarah's safely on the Miners' Train, we'll shred Waites and his family and spread them over the fields 
in the West Cavern. Compost for the pennybun crops." 

Sniffing, she made a face as if she'd smelled something distasteful. "And the same for that useless old crone 
in there," she added, jabbing her thumb toward the Jerome house. 

She chuckled as the old Styx nodded approvingly. 
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"Food... no doubt about it... it's food," Cal said, tilting back his head and flaring his nostrils with a heavy 
inhalation. 

"Food?" Chester reacted immediately. 

"Nah, can't smell a thing." Will looked at his feet as they dawdled along, not really knowing where they 
were going, or why. All they knew was that they had been following the canal for miles and had not yet come 
across anything that even vaguely resembled a track. 

"I got us fresh water, in the old Styx house, didn't I? Now I'm going to find us some fresh supplies," Cal 
declared with his usual cockiness. 

"We've still got some left," Will replied. "Shouldn't we be heading for that light ahead or finding a road or 
something, not going where there might be Colonists? I say we should try and get down to the next level, where 
my dad's probably already gone." 

"Exactly!" Chester agreed. "Especially if this wasted place is going to make us glow in the dark." 

"Now," Will said, "that would be really useful." 

"Don't be daft." Chester grinned at his friend. 

"Sorry, I don't agree," Cal said, cutting across their banter. "If this is some sort of food store, we may be 
close to a Coprolite village." 

"Yeah, and...?" Will challenged. 

"Well, your so-called father... he's going to be on the lookout for food, too." Cal reasoned. 

"True," Will agreed. 

They walked a little farther, their feet kicking up dust, until Cal announced in a singsong voice: "It's getting 
stronger." 

"You know, I think you're right. There is something," Will said as they drew to a halt, sniffing. 

"Hmmm, a fast-food place, maybe?" Chester suggested wistfully. "I'd give my little finger for a supersized 
Mac Meal right now." 

"It's like something... sweet," Will said, a look of intense concentration on his face as he took a further 
succession of deep sniffs. 

"Whatever it is, let's not bother," Chester proposed. He became nervous, darting cautious glances around 
him so that he appeared a little like a strutting pigeon. "I really don't want to meet those Coprolite things." 

Cal turned to him. "Look, how many times do I have to tell you? They're completely harmless. People in 
the Colony say you can take what you like from them, if you can find them in the first place." 

Since Chester didn't make any sort of response, Cal continued. "We have to investigate anything unusual. If 
we've noticed it, Will's father might've, too, and that's what we're sort of here for, isn't it?" he finished 
sarcastically. "In any case, we had to stay on this side of the canal because you didn't want to get your feet wet." 
Cal bent to pick up a stone, which he threw aggressively. It hit the water with a loud splash! 

"You never let up, or shut up, do you?" Chester groaned. 

"Oh, yeah?" Cal replied. 


"Well, it's funny, but I didn't see you stripping off and jumping in the canal headfirst." Chester glared at the 
younger boy. "What's the saying — lead by example?" 

"What do you mean, lead? We don't have a leader; we're all in this together, remember?" 

"Could've fooled me." 

"C'mon, guys," Will pleaded. "Knock it off We don't need this." 

The trio lapsed into an aggrieved silence as they set off again, the bickering between Cal and Chester 
suspended for the moment. 

Then Cal peeled away from Will and Chester, taking a route perpendicular to the canal. 

"It's coming from over here." 

He stopped as the beam of his lantern caught a rocky outcrop. Next to this was an opening, a naturally 
formed slit in the ground, like a large letterbox. 

As the other two peered into the opening, Will happened to catch sight ofa cross staked into the earth by 
the side of the outcrop. The cross was fashioned from two pieces of wood, bleached as white as bone and 
somehow bound together. 

"What does that mean?" he asked, pointing it out to Cal. 

"Bet it's a Coprolite marker," his brother replied, nodding enthusiastically. "If we're in luck, there could be a 
settlement down there, and they're certain to have some food. We can help ourselves to all we want." 

'T'm not too sure about this," Will shook his head. 

"Will, let's just forget it and keep going," Chester urged his friend, staring into the hole apprehensively. "I 
don't like the look of it, either." 

"You don't like the look of anything," Cal spat at him. "Why don't you stay here while I take a look," he 
said, and scuttled down into the opening. After a few seconds, he shouted up to them that he'd found a 
passageway. 

Will and Chester were too weary to say anything to stop him, knowing full well they'd get into another fight. 
With reluctance, they both followed him in. Clambering down, they found themselves in a horizontal gallery. Cal 
hadn't waited for them and was already some distance farther into it. They went after him, but it wasn't easy 
going. As the gallery pinched down to a small passageway, Will was forced to dump his backpack, next to where 
Cal had already shed his. 

"I hate this," Chester groaned. Both he and Will were breathing hard as they pulled themselves along, 
sometimes dropping onto their chests to squeeze through the places where the passage ceiling lowered. 

Chester was struggling. Will could hear his friend's labored breathing as he wormed his way along. He still 
hadn't recovered from the months of incarceration in the Hold, despite the brief rests on the Miners' Train and at 
the old Styx house. 

"Why don't you turn around? We'll meet you back at the entrance," Will suggested. 

"Nah, it's OK," Chester puffed, grunting with the effort as he forced himself through a particularly narrow 
gap. "Got this far, haven't I?" he added. 

"OK, if you're sure." 

After a couple of minutes, Will was relieved to find that the height of the ceiling was increasing, and they 
were able to stand once again. 

And there was Cal, some fifty feet away, poised before the entrance to another long cavern. As Will and 
Chester stretched their limbs, he waved to them. Then he was off, brandishing his lantern before him. Will and 
Chester watched him go. 

"He's fast, I'll give him that. I reckon he's got some rabbit in him," Chester said, breathing more steadily. 

"Are you feeling better?" Will asked him, noticing the pained way Chester was rubbing his arms and how the 
perspiration was running down his face. 

"Sure." 

"We'd better catch up to him, then," Will said. "I don't like this smell at all. Really sickly," he added, 
wrinkling his nose. 

They came to the spot where Cal had been standing and looked in. 

They could feel the dryness in the air and the smell had become even more intense. It wasn't pleasant; there 
was an insubstantiality to it, and warning bells were beginning to ring in Will's head. He knew instinctively there 
was something false about it, something saccharine. 

Cal was now exploring an area of the floor that was dotted with many large, rounded boulders. On these 
were Clusters of pipelike structures protruding upward, some reaching several feet in height. Each cluster had a 
few larger pipes in its center, each about five inches in diameter, and around these were groupings of smaller ones, 
all radiating outward. 

The pipes were slightly lighter in color than the rocks on which they stood, and from where he was standing, 
Will could see that the outsides of these pipes had definite rings circumscribing them every inch or so. To his eye, 
this suggested that the extensions secreted their casings as they grew. He also observed that they were anchored 
to the boulders by some sort of resinous secretion, like an organic glue. 

They were living creatures. 

Fascinated, he took a step closer. 

"Will, do you think this is safe?" Chester said, grabbing his arm to hold him back. 


Will just shrugged, and was peering back into the cavern when they both saw Cal lose his footing. He 
grabbed at the top of one of the tubes to steady himself, but withdrew his hand quickly. There was a sound, as if 
someone had snapped their fingers, but sharper. Cal recovered his balance and straightened up. 

"Ouch," he said quietly, looking at his hand with a mystified expression. 

"Cal?" Will called. 

For a heartbeat the boy stood there, his back to them, still examining his hand. 

Then he simply crumpled to the ground. 

"CAL! " 

Will and Chester exchanged frantic glances, and Will started to move forward but found Chester was still 
gripping his arm. 

"Let me go!" he said, trying to detach himself: 

"No!" Chester shouted at him. 

"I have to!" Will said, struggling. 

Chester released him, but Will halted after a few steps. 

"What the..." Chester gasped. 

They could hear it. More snaps, growing louder and more frequent. Muted, dry-sounding clicks, getting 
faster and faster until they merged into one resounding barrage. The terrified boys turned this way and that, trying 
to figure out where the throbbing percussive cacophony was coming from. But they couldn't tell; nothing 
appeared to have changed in the cavern where Cal lay. 

"We have to get him out!" Will yelled, and started forward. 

They both rushed to Cal's side. Chester eyed the columns around them with caution as Will squatted down 
to roll the boy over onto his back. He was limp and unresponsive, his eyes open and staring. 

At first they thought he had just been stunned, but even as they watched, livid purple lines, accenting the 
network of capillaries beneath his skin, spread from under each of his eyes, much as ink permeates through 
water. With terrifying rapidity, the bruises grew larger, until they were encroaching upon his cheeks. It looked as 
though he had two huge black eyes. 

"What's going on? What's wrong with him?" Will shouted, his voice hoarse with panic. 

Chester looked blank. "I don't know," he said. 

"Did he bang his head on something?" Will yelled. 

Chester examined Cal's head, running his hand over his crown and down to the nape of his neck. There 
was no sign of any injury. "Check his breathing," he muttered to himself, trying to recall first-aid procedures. 
Tilting back Cal's head, he leaned forward so his ear was over the boy's nose and mouth, and listened. He pulled 
back slightly, vexed. Then he leaned forward again, forcing Cal's jaw farther down to check that his airway 
wasn't blocked by an obstruction, and once again cocked his head to one side to listen. Blowing through his lips, 
Chester sat back on his haunches and placed his hand on the boy's chest. 

"Will! I don't think he's breathing!" 

Will grabbed his brother's limp arm and shook him. 

"Cal! Cal! Come on! Wake up!" he cried. 

He placed two fingers on the boy's neck, feeling for the artery and frantically trying to find a pulse. 

"Here... No... Where is it?... Nothing... WHERE IS IT?" he yelled. "Am I doing this right?" He looked at 
Chester, his eyes wide with the wrenching, screaming awareness that he couldn't find a heartbeat. 

That his brother was dead. 

At that very moment, the clicks were replaced by another sound. A soft popping similar to that of 
champagne corks going off, but gentler, as if heard through a wall. 

A streaming, fluxing whiteness instantly filled the air. The deluge engulfed the boys, catching in the beams of 
their lights and clogging the space. These particles, like a million tiny petals, spewed forth in torrents. They could 
have been coming from the tubes, but it was so dense it was impossible to tell. 

"No!" Will shrieked. 

With a hand clapped over his nose and mouth, he began to heave his brother by his arm, trying to drag him 
toward the entrance of the cavern. But Will found he couldn't draw breath; the particles were like sand, blocking 
his mouth and nostrils. 

He arched his back and swallowed a little air, enough for him to shout a few words at Chester. "Get him 
out!" he cried over the incessant popping. 

Chester didn't need to be told, but was floundering under the onslaught, blinking and shielding his eyes as the 
dry, snow-like material continued to spurt forth. The air was so thick and impenetrable that, as he waved at Will, 
his arm left swirling eddies behind tt. 

Will slipped and fell to the ground, coughing and choking. "Can't breathe," he wheezed with what little air he 
had left in his lungs. Lying on his side, he struggled to fill them again, cursing inside as he thought of the gas masks 
he and Cal had used in the Eternal City. They'd dumped them, figuring they would be of no further use. They'd 
been wrong. 

With his hand held over his face, Will stayed on his side, panting, unable to do anything. Through the deluge 
he saw Chester hauling Cal along, the boy's body leaving tracks behind it in the whiteness. 

Will forced himself to crawl, his lungs aching from lack of oxygen, his head spinning. He couldn't think about 


his brother; he knew he was going to succumb ifhe didn't get out of the cavern. His throat and nostrils were 
blocked as ifhe'd been buried in flour. With a supreme effort he staggered to his feet and managed a few steps. 
Chester, his back to Will, was still pulling and heaving Cal's lifeless body. 

Will launched himself forward, propelling himself only a couple of paces before collapsing to the ground 
again. It was enough. He was away from the worst of the swirling maelstrom of whiteness and able to suck in 
some clean air. 

He continued at a slow crawl but hadn't gone very far when he doubled up and coughed so much he was 
sick, uncontrollably so. To his horror, his vomit was awash with the minute pale particles and small slugs of 
blood. With the single thought of survival in his mind, he forced himself down the passageway on his hands and 
knees, pulling himself blindly through the narrow stretch, and didn't stop until he'd reached the letterbox opening. 

He heaved himself back out onto the Great Plain and lay coughing and spluttering and throwing up a mottled 
fluid. But his ordeal wasn't over yet. Where the white specks had stuck to the exposed skin of his neck and face, 
they began to irritate it, the irritation very quickly transforming into the most excruciating burning sensation. He 
tried to scratch off the particles, but this just seemed to make things worse: As the white specks came away, they 
took the skin with them. Soon blood was smeared all over his fingers. 

Not knowing what else to do, he grabbed handfuls of dirt and scrubbed furiously at his face and neck. This 
seemed to do the trick, the intolerable itching and pain easing a little. But his eyes were still on fire, and it took 
him some minutes to wipe them clean using the inside of his shirtsleeve. 

Then Chester appeared. He scrambled up through the opening, staggering around blindly. As he fell on all 
fours and coughed and retched, Will saw that he had been dragging something behind him. Through his watering 
eyes, he thought it was Cal. But his heart sank as he realized it was just the rucksacks. 

Chester howled, clawing at his face. He was completely covered in the white particles, his hair matted with 
them and his face furred where they had stuck in his sweat. He howled again, scratching violently at his neck as if 
he were trying to tear off his own skin. "It burns!" he cried in a strangled, tortured wail. 

"Use the dirt, rub it off" Will yelled. 

Chester immediately did so, seizing handfuls of soil and scouring his face with it. 

"Make sure it's out of your eyes!" 

Chester rummaged in his pants pocket and, bringing out a handkerchief; dabbed urgently at his eyes. After 
a short while his movements became less frantic. Snot streamed from his nose, and his eyes were still watering 
and rimmed bright red. His face was a mixture of streaked dirt and blood, as if he were wearing some ghastly 
mask. He looked at Will with a haunted expression. 

"I couldn't take it any longer," he croaked. "I couldn't stay in there... I couldn't breathe." He broke into a 
racking cough. 

'T've got to get him out," Will said, starting toward the opening. "I'm going back in." 

"No, you're not!" Chester snapped, leaping to his feet and seizing hold of him. 

"I have to!" Will protested, trying to pull away. 

"Don't be stupid, Will! What if these things get you, and I can't get you out!" Chester shouted. 

Will grappled with his friend, struggling to break loose, but Chester was determined not to let him go. In 
sheer frustration, Will made a halfhearted attempt to punch Chester, and then began to sob. He knew what 
Chester was saying made sense. His whole body went limp, as if all his strength had suddenly deserted him. 

"OK, OK," Will said in an unsteady voice, holding his hands up to Chester, who released him. He coughed, 
then threw back his head as if looking for the sky, even though he knew it was hidden from him by many miles of 
the earth's mantle. He sighed a sigh that shook his whole body as the realization sank in. 

"You're right. Cal's dead.," he said. 

Chester fixed his eyes on Will, nodding once. 

"I'm sorry, Will, I really am." 

"He was just trying to help. He was trying to find us some food... and now look what happened." Will's 
shoulders sank and he bowed his head. 

As his raw skin continued to burn, Will rubbed his neck, his hand touching and unconsciously closing around 
the jade pendant that hung there. It had been given to him by Tam minutes before he was slaughtered by the 
Styx. "I promised Uncle Tam I'd take care of Cal. I gave him my word," he said bleakly, turning away. "What 
are we doing here? How did all this happen?" He coughed, and then spoke ina small voice. "Dad's probably 
dead somewhere just like that, and we're idiots and we're going to die, too. I'm sorry, Chester — game over. 
We're done for." 

Leaving his lantern behind, he walked away from Chester, stumbling toward a boulder. There, in the dark, 
he sat down and stared into the nothingness before him, as it stared back into him. 
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With a loud lash of the whip, the carriage left the Jerome house. It passed through the cordon as a 


barricade was hurriedly pulled aside by some policemen. A small crowd had gathered farther down the road, and 
Colonists were doing their best to appear to be going about their everyday business. They failed miserably, 
craning their necks toward the cab in a bid to see who was inside, as indeed many of the policemen. 

Sarah gazed vacantly through the window, oblivious to the faces and their curious stares. She was utterly 
exhausted from the reunion with her mother. 

"You do realize you're somewhat of a celebrity," Rebecca said as she sat by the old Styx, the younger one 
having remained behind at the Jerome house. 

Sarah gave the girl a glassy-eyed stare before turning to the window again. 

The carriage rattled through the streets to the farthermost corner of the South Cavern, where the Styx 
compound stood. The compound was encircled by a thirty-foot wrought-iron fence, and within it was a huge, 
forbidding building. Its seven stories were carved from the very rock itself, and it had two square towers at either 
end of its frontage. The building, known as the Styx Citadel, was functional and stark, its rough stone walls 
without a single decorative feature to relieve its geometric simplicity. No Colonist had ever set foot in it, and 
nobody knew exactly what went on inside or quite how big it was, since the structure penetrated so deep into the 
actual bedrock. There had been talk that the Citadel was linked to the surface by various tunnels so the Styx 
could make their way up whenever they wanted. 

Also within the compound, to the side of the Citadel, was a large but far squatter building, with ranks of 
small and regularly spaced windows dotted through its two stories. Referred to as the Garrison, it was generally 
thought to be the center of the Styx's military operations. Unlike the Citadel, Colonists were permitted into this 
building and, indeed, a number worked there in the service of the Styx. 

And it was to this building, the Garrison, that the carriage went. Disembarking, Sarah unquestioningly 
followed Rebecca to the entrance, where a policeman in a sentry box touched his cap respectfully, his eyes 
averted. Once inside the Garrison, Rebecca handed Sarah over to a Colonist and promptly left. 

Sarah, her head hanging with fatigue, managed a glance at the man. His shirtsleeves were rolled up to reveal 
massively powerful forearms, and he was deep-chested and stocky, like many of the men of the Colony. He 
wore a long black rubber apron upon which was centered a small white cross insignia. His scalp was almost 
clean-shaven, with the odd stubble of white hair beginning to show through, and his enormous brow overhung two 
perfectly pale blue but rather small eyes. With similar coloration to Sarah herself, he was a "pure stock," to use 
the local term for the albinos, the descendants of some of the original founders of the Colony. He, like the 
policemen, had acted very deferentially toward Rebecca, but now he kept stealing glances at Sarah as she trailed 
listlessly behind him. 

He led her up a flight of stairs and through several corridors, their footsteps clacking on the polished stone 
floors. The walls were plain and unadorned, interrupted only by the numerous dark iron doors, all of which were 
closed. He came to one of these and swung it open before her. The stone floor continued in, and she saw that a 
bed mat lay in the comer under a slit window set high into the wall. There was a white enamel bowl beside her 
bed, filled with water, and by it were a similarly enameled mug and some slices of pennybun fungus, stacked 
neatly ona plate. The simplicity and bareness of the room gave it the feel of a monastery or some sort of religious 
retreat. 

She stood on the threshold but did not make a move to go in. 

The man opened his mouth as if to speak, then closed it. He did this several times, like a beached fish, and 
then seemed to summon up enough courage. 

"Sarah," he said, ever so gently, as he inclined his head toward hers. 

She looked slowly up at him. 

He checked up and down the corridor, making sure no one was close enough to overhear. "I shouldn't 
speak to you like this, but... don't you recognize me?" he asked. 

She crinkled her eyes as if trying to focus on him, and then a startled look of recognition came over her. 

"Joseph..." she said ina whisper. They were of the same age, and as teenagers had been close. She had 
lost contact with him when his family had fallen on hard times and been forced to relocate to the West Cavern, to 
work the fields there. 

He gave an uneasy grin, at odds with his great ham ofa face and strangely all the more tender for it. 

"You should know everyone understands why you went, and... we..." He fumbled for the right words. 
"We never forgot you, some of us... me." 

A door slammed somewhere in the building, and he glanced anxiously over his shoulder. 

"Thank you, Joseph," she said as she touched his arm, then shambled into the room. 

Joseph muttered something and closed the door softly behind her, but none of it registered with Sarah, who 
dropped her bag on the floor and crumpled onto the bed mat. She stared at the burnished stone of the wall where 
it joined the floor, seeing in it the outlines of many fossil forms, mostly ammonites and other bivalves, their subtle 
traces appearing as if some diving designer had drawn them in with a china marker. 

As she tried to organize her different thoughts and emotions into some semblance of order, the massed 
remains of the fossils, caught for all time in their frozen attitudes, almost made sense to her. It was as if she 
suddenly understood them, as if she could read a pattern in their chaotic arrangement, a secret key, which helped 
to explain everything. But then the moment of clarity passed and, in the abounding silence, she drifted into a dead 
slumber. 
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The first rays of the sun tipped over the horizon, suffusing a narrow strip of sky with a dawn palette of reds 
and oranges. Within minutes, its nascent light was stretching low across the rooftops, pushing back the night and 
marking the start of a new day. 

Below in Trafalgar Square, a trio of black cabs jostled away from traffic lights as a lone cyclist weaved 
recklessly between them. Beyond the far corner of the square, a convoy of red double-deckers came into sight, 
pulling up at the bus stops. But very few passengers could be seen getting on or off at the time in the morning. 
The rush hour was yet to come. 

"The early bird catches the worm," Rebecca laughed mirthlessly, scanning the sidewalks below as she 
picked out the odd pedestrian walking there. 

"I think not of them as worms; they are worse than senseless things," the old Styx proclaimed, contemplating 
the scene with his glittering eyes, which were every bit as alert as Rebecca's. 

In the growing light, his face was so pale and unyielding it could have been carved from a block of ancient 
ivory. And with his ankle-length leather overcoat and his hands clasped behind his back, he resembled a 
conquering general as he stood by Rebecca on the very edge of the roof of Admiralty Arch. Both of them 
showed not the slightest fear at the sheer drop immediately before them. 

"There are those who would oppose us and the measures we are to take," the old Styx said, still regarding 
the square. "You have begun to cleanse the Deeps of renegades, but it does not end there. There are reactionary 
factions both here on the surface and in the Colony, in the Rookeries, of whom we have been far too tolerant for 
far too long. You have brought your late father's plans forward and, now when they are so finely poised, we 
cannot allow a fly in the ointment." 

"Agreed," Rebecca said, giving no clue that the decision had been taken there and then to kill several 
thousand people. 

The old Styx closed his eyes, not because the gathering Topsoil light bothered him, but because he had been 
struck by a thought that was tiresome. 

"That Burrows child..." 

Rebecca opened her mouth to speak, but held her tongue as the old Styx continued. 

"You and your sister did well to pull in the Jerome woman and neutralize her. Your father was not one for 
unfinished business, either. Both of you have his instinct," the old Styx said, so softly that it could have been 
construed as affection. 

His tone resumed its usual hardness. "That being as it is, we have scotched the snake, not killed it. Will 
Burrows is contained for the moment, but he may yet become a false idol, a figurehead, for our enemies. They 
might seek to use him in their opposition of us and the measures we intend to take. He cannot be allowed to 
continue to roam unchecked in the Interior. He must be flushed out and stopped." Only then did the old Styx 
swivel his head slowly toward Rebecca, who continued to gaze down on the scene below. "And the boy might 
yet piece together what we're doing and sideline our plans. This is to be avoided... at all costs," he stressed. 

"It will be dealt with," Rebecca assured him with unerring conviction. 

"Make sure of it," the old Styx said and released his hands from behind his back, swinging them in front of 
him and clapping them together. 

Rebecca took her cue from his gesture. "Yes," she said, "we should get under way." Her long black coat 
billowed open in the breeze as she half turned to the troop of Styx waiting quietly behind her. 

"Let me see one," she ordered as she left the roof edge and strode imperiously toward the rank of shadowy 
men. There were perhaps as many as fifty of them in a perfectly straight line, and from this a single Styx snapped 
obediently to life, breaking from the formation. He kneeled down to slip his gloved hand under the lid of one ofa 
pair of large wicker baskets that he and every one of the Styx on the rooftop had by their feet. From the basket 
came the soft sounds of cooing. He plucked out a pure white dove and closed the lid again. As he passed the 
dove to Rebecca, it tried to flap its wings, but she took it firmly in both hands. 

She held the bird on its side to inspect its legs. There was something around both of them, as if the bird had 
been ringed, but these were more than mere metal bands. Made from an off white fabric, they sparkled dimly as 
the light caught them. Each band had tiny spheres embedded in it, which had been designed to degrade upon 
several hours' exposure to ultraviolet light and shed their load. The sun itself was the timing mechanism, the 
trigger. 

"They are ready?" the old Styx asked as he came alongside Rebecca. 

"They are," another Styx confirmed from farther down the line. 

"Excellent," the old Styx said as he began to stroll along the rank of men, each one melding with the next in 
the weak light as they stood shoulder to shoulder, all wearing identical black leather greatcoats and breathing 
apparatus. 

"My brothers," the old Styx addressed them. "We're done with hiding. It's time to take what is rightfully 


ours." He was silent for a moment, allowing his words to sink in. "Today will be remembered as the first day ofa 
glorious new epoch in our history. It is a day that will mark our eventual return to the surface. 

Drawing to a halt, he punched his fist into the palm of his hand. "In the last hundred years we have made the 
Topsoilers atone for their sins by unleashing the germules they call influenzas. The first was in the summer of 
nineteen eighteen." He gave a sour laugh. "The poor fools called it the Spanish Flu, and it took millions of them to 
their graves. Then we gave them further demonstrations of our power in nineteen fifty-seven and nineteen sixty- 
eight with the Asian and Hong Kong variants." 

He punched his palm with even greater force, the slap of his leather gloves resounding around the rooftop. 

"But those epidemics amount to nothing more than common colds compared to what is to come. The 
Topsoilers' souls are rotten to the very core — their morality is that of the insane — and they ruin our promised 
lands with their excessive consumption and greed." 

"Their time is drawing to a close, and the Heathen shall be purged," he growled like a wounded bear, 
scanning from one end of the rank to the other before he began to walk again, his boot heels clicking on the lead 
flat of the roof. 

"For today we test a reduced strain of Dominion, our holy plague. And through the fruits of our labors, we 
will confirm that it can be spread throughout this city, throughout this country, and then to the rest of the world." 
He raised his hand, splaying his fingers at the sky. "Once our birds take flight, the sun will see to it that air currents 
carry our message to the evil masses, a message that will be written in blood and pus across the face of this earth." 

Reaching the last man in the rank, he swung around to return down it again, silent until he neared the 
midpoint of the line. 

"So my comrades, the next time we find ourselves here, our cargo will indeed be deadly. Then our foes, the 
Topsoilers, will be laid low, just as it is decreed in the Book of Catastrophes. And we, the true heirs to the 
earth, shall regain what is rightfully ours." 

He came to a dramatic halt and addressed the Styx in a lower, more intimate tone. "To work." 

There was a flurry of activity as the troop got ready. 

Rebecca took over. "On my mark... three... two... one... go!" she commanded, pitching her dove high 
into the air. The Styx immediately heaved open the baskets by their feet and the birds took to the wing, a white 
swarm flapping from between the amassed men and lifting from the rooftop. 

Rebecca watched her dove for as long as she could, but the hundreds of others caught up with it, and it was 
soon lost in the flock, which seemed to linger for a second over Nelson's Column before dispersing in all 
directions, like a cloud of pale smoke fanned by the wind. 

"Fly, fly, fly!" Rebecca called out after them, laughing. 
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"It's just terrible," Chester kept saying over and over again as the enormity of what had happened sank in. 
"But there wasn't anything we could do. He didn't have a pulse." 

Chester was remonstrating with himself, laden with a mounting sense of guilt. He believed that he was partly 
to blame for Cal's death. Perhaps, by being so critical of the boy, he had goaded him on, provoking him into 
being so reckless and entering the cavern by himself: 

"We couldn't go back in..." Chester babbled on to himself. 

He was rocked to the very core. He'd never seen anybody die, not before his very eyes. It took him back 
to the time he had been in the car with his father and they'd driven past the aftermath of a bloody motorcycle 
accident. He didn't know if the twisted body by the roadside was dead — and he'd never found out. But this 
was different. This was someone he knew, who had died while he'd actually been watching. One minute Cal was 
there, the next he was just a limp body. A dead body. It was so absolute, and so brutally final; it was as ifhe'd 
been talking to someone on the telephone and they'd been cut off, never to speak again. Chester just couldn't 
come to terms with it. 

After a while he lapsed into silence and he and Will walked side by side, their boots scuffing in the dust. 
Oblivious to his surroundings, Will placed one foot mechanically in front of the other like a sleepwalker, as the 
canal continued for mile after monotonous mile. 

Chester watched him with concern. If Will didn't pull through this, he didn't know how they would be able 


to go on. The Deeps weren't the sort of place that gave you any leeway; you had to have all your wits about you 
if you wanted to stay alive. The grim spectacle of Cal's demise chillingly confirmed that hard truth. All Chester 
could do now was keep them on course by the side of the canal, which had altered direction and seemed to be 
taking them directly toward one of the flickering points of light. With every hour, the light grew brighter and 
brighter, like a guiding star. Guiding them to what, he didn't know. 


* * * * * 


On the second day, they came close enough to the light to make out the unsteady illumination it was 
shedding on the curving rock wall around it. They were evidently at the limits of the Great Plain. As Chester 
crept stealthily, Will just ambled along behind, not giving his surroundings the slightest attention. 

They arrived at the source of the light. A metal arm, about a foot and a half long, sprouted from the rock 
wall with a blue-tinged flame dancing at its end. It hissed and spluttered in the breeze as if disapproving of the 
boys' presence there. Under this gaslight, the canal continued undeterred, straight into an opening in the wall so 
perfectly round that it had to be man-made, or at least Coprolite-made. But there was no ledge, or anything else 
that would afford them a way beside tt. 

"Well, that's that," Will articulated miserably. "We're snookered." 

He backed away from the canal, totally disregarding a small stream issuing from the wall beside it. Water 
was trickling out ofa fissure at about chest height and had worn a smooth groove down the cavern wall. It ran 
into an overflowing basin of water-polished rock. From there it flooded over the lip and down several small 
plateaus until it drained into the canal. The passage of water had left a brownish stain around its path, but this 
didn't deter Chester from sampling a mouthful. 

"It's good. Why don't you try some?" he called over to Will. It was the first time he'd attempted to speak 
directly to him in nearly a day. 

"Nope," Will replied morosely, flopping down on the ground with a forlorn sigh. He hugged his knees to his 
chest, rocking gently, and lowered his head so his face was hidden from Chester. 

His frustration building to the bursting point, Chester resolved to snap his friend out of it, and stomped over 
to him. 

"OK, Will," he said in a level, carefully controlled voice, so much so that it didn't sound natural at all and 
alerted Will to what was coming next. "We'll just sit here until you make up your mind you want to do something 
again. Take your time. I don't care if it's days or even weeks. Take as long as you want. That's fine with me." 
He blew through his lips. "In fact, if you want to just stay here until we rot, that's fine with me, too. I'm very sorry 
about Cal, but it doesn't change the reason why we're here... why you asked for my help to find your dad." He 
didn't speak for a moment, hovering over Will. "Or have you just forgotten about him?" 

The last sentence had the effect ofa jab to the stomach. Will gasped, but still he didn't raise his head. 

"Suit yourself," Chester snapped at his friend, then retired a short distance, where he lay down. He didn’t 
know how much time had passed when he heard Will talking. It came like words in a dream, and Chester realized 
he must have nodded off. 

"...you're right, we must keep going," Will was saying. 

"Huh?" 

"Let's be on our way." Will got briskly to his feet and went directly to the trickling stream to give it a cursory 
investigation. Then he began to study the opening where the canal passed into the cavern wall, shining his lantern 
just inside the entrance, in the hard shadows where the gaslight didn't penetrate. Nodding to himself, he focused 
his attention on the vertical rock face above it. 

"We're all right," he announced, returning to where he'd left his backpack and shrugging it onto his shoulders. 

"Huh? We are what? " 

"I think it's clear," was Will's inscrutable response. 

"Yeah, clear as mud!" 

"Well, are you coming or not?" he harshly asked Chester, who stared at his friend, suspicious of the sudden 
change that had come over him. Will was already by the side ofthe canal, clipping his lantern onto his shirt 
pocket. Ha faced the wall for a few seconds, then began to heave himselfup it. Finding foot- and hand-holds, he 
climbed in an arc that took him under the spluttering gaslight but over the entrance ofthe slow-moving canal, until 
he was safely on the opposite side. 

"Not the first time that's been done," he declared. He called to Chester, still on the other bank: "Come on, 
don't just stand there. It's a piece of cake — not difficult to get across. Someone's chiseled out some grips." 

Chester looked indignant and impressed in equal measures. His jaw dropped, as ifhe was about to say 
something, but he thought better of it, muttering only, "Business as usual." 


* * * * * 
Although Will wasn't following any discernable path, he now seemed to be so convinced they were going in 


the right direction that it was Chester tagging along after him again. Marching swiftly, they moved deeper into the 
featureless expanse, not encountering any other landmarks, until they eventually arrived at a place where the floor 


became looser and began to gradually ascend. Perhaps it had something to do with the fact that the canopy 
above their heads was also increasing in height but, with every step the boys took, the winds around them seemed 
to be blowing with much greater force. 

"Phew, that's better!" Will said, running a finger around the inside of his sweat-soaked shirt collar. "Bit 
cooler now!" 

Chester couldn't have been more relieved that Will appeared to have pulled himself out of the appalling 
melancholy into which he'd sunk. In fact, he was chatting away quite normally, although it felt so much quieter 
without Cal there to badger them. As ifhis mind were playing tricks on him, Chester had the oddest feeling that 
the boy was still there with them. He found himself glancing around in an effort to locate him. 

"Hey, this feels sort of chalky," Will noted as they clambered up the slope, slipping and stumbling as the 
light-colored substrate shifted beneath them. For the last stretch, the incline had become more pronounced, and 
they had been forced to climb it on all fours. 

Will suddenly stopped to pluck a rock the size ofa tennis ball. "Wow! A fine specimen of a desert rose." 
Chester saw the pale pink blades that radiated out froma central point to the pale pink blades with his nail. "Yep, 
this is gypsum, all right. Nice, isn't it?" he said to Chester, who didn't have time to answer before Will was 
spouting forth again. "A fine example." He glanced around. "So there must have been evaporation going on here 
for the last century or so — unless, of course, this was buried and it's much older. Anyway, think I'll keep it," he 
said, slipping off his rucksack. 

"You're going to do what? It's just a hunk of rock!" 

"No, it's not rock. It's actually a mineral formation. Imagine some sort of sea right here." Will opened his 
arms expansively. "As it dries up, the salts all come out of solution and... well, the rest of what you see is 
sedimentary. You know about sedimentary rocks, don't you?" 

"No, I don't," Chester admitted, studying his friend carefiully. 

"Well, you have three classes of rock: sedimentary, igneous, and metamorphic," Will blathered on. "My 
favorites are sedimentary, just like we're finding down here, because there's a story in them, from the fossils you 
get in them. They're formed..." 

"Will," Chester said gently. 

"formed generally on the surface, mostly underwater. Why would you find sedimentary rocks so deep in 
the earth? I wonder." He looked mystified at his own question, then answered it. "Yes, I suppose there must 
have been a subterranean lake or something here." 

"Will!" Chester tried again. 

"Anyway, sedimentary rocks are cool — I don't mean cool as in cold, as opposed to hot, not hot like lava, 
which are the igneous rocks, which are..." 

"Will, stop it!" Chester shouted, becoming quite alarmed by his friend's bizarre behavior. 

"...called the first great class because they're formed from hot, molten..." Will trailed off in midsentence. 

"Get a grip, Wil. What the heck are you talking about?" Chester's voice was hoarse with desperation. 
"What's wrong with you?" 

"I don't know," Will replied, shaking his head. 

"Well, shut up and concentrate on what we're doing. I don't need a freakin’ lecture." 

"Right." Will blinked around him as if he'd wandered out ofa fog and couldn't quite figure out where he 
was. He realized the desert rose was still in his hand and he lobbed it away. Then he put his rucksack back on. 
Chester watched him with concern as he set off again. 

They were approaching the high point of the slope, and the floor began leveling off’ A ray of light streaked 
through the air and raked across the ceiling. It looked like a distant spotlight of some sort. As a precaution, 
Chester turned his lantern down to a mere glimmer and, at his insistence, Will did the same. 

They crawled along the last stretch, keeping low, with Chester making sure that Will, in his unpredictable 
state of mind, stayed tucked in behind him. At the top, they peered over, into a large circular space the size ofa 
stadium. It could have been a moon crater, it looked so barren and dusty. 

"Dang, Will, look at this," Chester whispered, waving his friend alongside him and hastily switching off his 
lantern altogether. "Do you see them? They look exactly like Styx, but they're dressed like soldiers or 
something." 

On the floor of the crater, the boys could make out that there were around ten Styx — although their clothes 
were unfamiliar, their thin bodies and the way they carried themselves meant they couldn't be anything else — and 
two of them had stalker dogs. The men were drawn up in a single line, with a further Styx standing slightly 
forward from them and brandishing a large lantern. Although the base of the crater was illuminated by four large 
light orbs mounted on tripods, the main Styx's lantern was phenomenally powerful, and he was directing in on 
something before him. 

A tremor went through Chester's body — as he watched the Styx, he felt as though he had stumbled upon a 
nest of the most evil and poisonous snakes imaginable. "Oh, I hate them," he growled through his clenched teeth. 

"Hmmm," Will answered vaguely as he casually examined a pebble with glittering striations that had caught 
his eye, then flicked it away with his thumb. 

It didn't take a clinical psychologist to recognize that something was wrong with him; that his brother's death 
had knocked a screw loose. 


"Hello! Earth to Will! You're acting pretty spacey," Chester said. "Those are Styx down there, murderous, 
mind-warping Styx." 

"Yeah," Will said. "Sure are." 

Chester was stunned by his total lack of concern. "Well, they make my skin crawl. Let's just get away from 
here," he suggested urgently, beginning to edge back. 

"See the Coprolites," Will said, pointing carelessly at the scene below. 

"What?" Chester grunted as he tried to locate them. "Where?" 

"There... opposite the Styx..." Will replied, pushing himself up on his arms to get a better view. "Right there 
in his light." 

"Where exactly?" Chester asked again ina whisper. He glanced at Will beside him and immediately 
growled, "You numskull, get your head down! They'll see you!" 

"Okey-doke," Will replied, ducking lower. 

Chester turned back to the scene and, despite the lancing shaft of light from the Styx's lantern, it wasn't until 
one of them stirred that he located it (or him or her, for that matter — Chester found it hard to think of the 
lumbering Coprolites as people). The Coprolites' eye-beams were barely noticeable in the well-lit area, and their 
mushroom colored suits merged so effectively with the stone of the crater floor that, having found one, Chester 
still had great difficulty picking out the others. In fact, there were quite a number of them, standing in an uneven 
row opposite the Styx. 

"Just how many are there?" he asked Will. 

"Can't say. Twenty or so?" 

The main Styx was pacing between the two groups. He would strut up and down and then abruptly wheel 
to face the Coprolites, thrusting his lantern at them. Although the boys couldn't hear anything he was saying, from 
the jerking motion of his arms and rapid switching of his head, it was clear he was shouting at the Coprolites. The 
boys watched for several minutes, until Will became restless and started to fidget. 

"I'm hungry. Got that chewing gum?" 

"You've got to be kidding — how can you be hungry at a time like this?" Chester asked him. 

"I don't know... just give me some, will you?" Will whined. 

"Pull yourself together, Will," Chester urged, not moving his eyes from the Styx. "You know where the gum 
is." 

In his befuddled state, it took Will forever to undo the flap on the side pocket of Chester's rucksack. 
Muttering to himself, he rummaged around until he found the green packet of chewing gum. He put it in front of 
him as he refastened the flap. 

"Want a piece?" he asked Chester. 

"No, I do not." 

Dropping it several times as though his hands were numb, Will finally tore open the packet and pried out one 
of the sticks. With his fumbling fingers, he was on the verge of sliding the paper casing off the silver foil when both 
boys let out simultaneous gasps. 

They felt a crushing pressure on their backs as knives were thrust against their throats. 

"Don't make a sound." The voice was low and guttural, as if it wasn't accustomed to being used. It came 
from a point very close behind Will's head. 

Chester swallowed loudly. 

"And don't move a muscle." 

Will let the stick of gum slip from his hand. 

"I can smell that stinking stuff already, and you haven't even opened it yet." 

Will tried to speak. 

"I said shut up." The knife dug even harder into Will's neck. He felt the pressure on his back increase, and 
a mittened hand reached between him and Chester and began to scoop a hole in the loose gravel. 

The boys both watched from the corners of their eyes, not daring to move their heads an inch. It was almost 
hypnotic, a disembodied hand in a black mitten digging itself a small hole, little by little. 

Chester suddenly couldn't stop himself from shaking. Had he and Will been caught by Styx? Or if not 
Styx, who were they? His mind filled with panic-ridden thoughts about what might happen next. Were these 
people going to slit their throats and bury them here, in this hole? He couldn't take his eyes off it. 

Then the hand very deliberately took the packet of chewing gum between thumb and forefinger, and 
dropped it into the hole. 

"That piece, too," the man's voice ordered. Will did as he was told, throwing the unopened stick in the hole. 

Then the hand, in precise movements, scraped the gypsum gravel back into the hole, until the chewing gum 
was completely buried. 

"That'll help, but the smell's still strong," the man's voice came again after the interlude. "If you had opened 
it, the stalker nearest to us..." The voice trailed off, then resumed again. "You can see it down there... would've 
picked up the scent in a matter of... what do you think?" 

There was a pause during which Will wasn't sure if he was meant to be answering, and then they heard a 
different and slightly softer voice. This second one came from behind Chester. "They're downwind," it said, "so a 
couple of seconds at most." 


The man spoke again. "Then the Limiters would've slipped the dogs off their reins, and they'd have followed 
close behind. You'd be dead ‘uns, like those poor wretches down there." He drew breath somberly. "You 
should watch this." 

In spite of the threat from the knives at their throats, both Will and Chester made a concerted effort to focus 
on what was happening below. 

The main Styx swung around and barked a command. Three men in clothes of neutral color were each 
escorted into the center of the crater by a pair of Styx. Will and Chester hadn't spotted them before because they 
had been huddled in the shadows beyond the scope of the floodlights. They were pushed beside the group of 
Coprolites, and their escorts returned to the Styx line. 

The head Styx barked another order and held his right hand high as a number of his men stepped forward 
and put their rifles to their shoulders. Then, with a staccato shout, the Styx dropped his hand, and flashes 
exploded from the barrels of the firing squad. Two of the three figures fell immediately. The remaining one 
tottered for a moment before he, too, went over, collapsing across the other downed men. As the last echoes of 
the shots reverberated around the crater and an eerie silence filled the place, none of the three moved. It had all 
happened so quickly. 

"No," Will said, not believing his eyes. "The Styx... they didn't?" 

"Yes, you have just witnessed an execution," came the man's inexpressive voice from close behind his head. 
"And those were our people, our friends." 

With another order, the firing squad passed therr rifles to their nearest comrades. Then they each drew 
some glinting weapon from their sides and took several paces forward. There was a horrible inevitability to it as 
the advancing Styx each strode up to a Coprolite in the opposing line. 

The boys watched as the Styx soldiers lunged at the Coprolites, who simply dropped to the ground like 
felled trees before them. 

The other Coprolites stood in their higgledy-piggledy line, facing in all directions. They made no move to 
help their fallen brothers and, what was even more astounding, they didn’t seem to react to their deaths at all. It 
was as if, right in the middle ofa herd, cattle had been killed, and the rest of them had just accepted it like dumb 
animals might. 

The gruff voice spoke again. "Enough of this. You can feel our knives. We will use them if you don't do 
exactly as you are told. Is that understood?" 

Both boys mumbled a "yes," feeling the blades press harder into their skin. 

"Put your arms behind your backs," the quieter voice ordered. 

The boys' wrists were bound tightly, then their heads were lifted roughly by their hair and blindfolds tied 
around them. 

As hands grabbed their ankles, they were mercilessly dragged on their fronts, back down the steep slope 
behind them. Not able to resist, they tried to arch their heads and keep their faces away from the ground racing 
beneath them. 

Then, with equal roughness, they were manhandled up onto their feet, and both felt something being attached 
to the bindings around their wrists. They were yanked on by these, each boy hearing the stumbling steps of the 
other, and led at breakneck speed down the remainder of the slope, leaning back lest they fall. Will guessed that 
they'd been tethered together, like two beasts off to the slaughterhouse. 

At the bottom of the slope, Chester lost his footing and rumbled over, pulling Will with him. 

"Get up, you slop bags!" the man hissed. "Or we'll finish both of you, here and now." 

Using each other for support, the boys heaved themselves to their feet again. 

"Move," the other one snarled, striking Will so hard on his wounded shoulder that he let loose a wail of 
pain. He heard his captor take a step back in surprise. 

Wills hurt and fear, coming on top of the intense feelings of loss for Cal, suddenly made something flip in his 
head. He stood his ground and spoke ina low, threatening voice. 

"Do that again, and I'll..." 

"What?" the voice said. It was gentler than it had been before, and Will noticed for the first time that it had a 
youthful and feminine edge to it. "What will you do?" it asked again. 

"You're a girl, aren't you?" Will said, rather incredulously. Without waiting for a response, he clenched his 
bound hands together and squared up to her — which was difficult considering he had no idea where she was 
actually standing. 

'TI call in our backup," he said fiercely, remembering the line from one of his mother's favorite television 
series. 

"Backup? What's that?" she asked hesitantly. 

"A handpicked team of men are monitoring your every move," he added, with as much conviction as he 
could muster. "All I have to do is give the signal. You'll be taken out." 

"He's bluffing," came the man's voice. It, too, had lost some of its sternness, and there was even a hint of 
amusement in it. "They're alone. We didn't see anyone with them, did we, Elliott?" He spoke directly to Will. "If 
you don't cooperate, T'I run your friend through with my knife." 

This had the desired effect on Will, bringing him quickly back to earth. 

"All right, all right, I'll come quietly, but you'd better watch it. Don't mess with us, or..." Will trailed off He 


figured he'd pushed his luck as far as he could and began to move forward again, bumping into Chester, who had 
been listening to his friend with total bewilderment. 
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"And it is written in the Book of Catastrophes that the people shall return to their rightful place from the Ark 
of the Earth, at such time that the unholy deluge has withdrawn. And the people will once again plow the 
unplowed fields, rebuild the leveled cities, and fill the wasted lands with their pure seed. So it is said, and so shall 
it be," the Styx preacher boomed. 

In the confines of the small stone room in the Garrison building, he towered above her kneeling form, his 
clawlike hands raking the air around him, his burning eyes and his black cloak making him look like some terrible 
visitation. 

His cape flapped open from his thin body as he stepped closer to Sarah, his right hand spearing to the ceiling 
and his left pointing downward to the floor. "As it is in the firmaments, so it is in the earth below," he crackled in 
his thin voice. "Amen." 

"Amen," she echoed. 

"God be with you in all that you do in the name of the Colony." He suddenly thrust his hands at her, 
grabbing her head and pressing his two thumbs into the ghost-white skin of her forehead, so hard that when he 
finally released her and stepped back, red marks were visible on tt. 

He gathered his cloak about himself and swept out of the room, leaving the door open behind him. 

Her head bent, Sarah remained kneeling until she heard a stifled cough from the corridor. Looking up, she 
saw Joseph, a plate of food cradled in his giant hands. 

"A blessing, huh?" 

Sarah nodded. 

"I don't mean to intrude, but my mother made these for you. Some cakes." 

"You'd better bring them in quickly — I don't think Doctor Doom would approve," she said. 

"No," Joseph agreed, and entered hastily, shutting the door behind him. Then he hovered uneasily, as if he'd 
forgotten why he'd come there. 

"Why don't you make yourself comfortable?" Sarah offered as she moved across the floor to the bed mat. 

Sitting by her side, he lifted a layer of muslin from the plate to reveal the cakes, their icing an insipid 
butterscotch color over the gray fungal fibers used for baking in the Colony. He passed the plate to Sarah. 

"Ah, fancies." She smiled to herself, recognizing how similar they were to the shapeless but nonetheless 
delicious cakes her mother would bake for Sunday teatimes. Sarah helped herself to one, nibbling at it without 
much interest. 

"They're wonderful. Please do thank your mother — I remember her well." 

"She sends her love," Joseph said. "She's eighty this year and domg—" Without a breath, he interrupted 
himself, as if he'd been building up to what he really wanted to say. "Sarah, can I ask you something?" 

"Of course, anything," she said, looking at him attentively. 

"When you've done whatever they want you to, will you come home, for good?" 

"Have you any idea why I'm here?" she shot back, studying him carefully. 

He rubbed his chin as if to buy time before giving an answer. "It's not my place to know such things... but 
I'd wager it has to do with what's going on Topsoil..." 

"No, I'm headed the other way," she said, tipping her head to indicate the Deeps. 

"So you're not involved with the operation in London?" Joseph blurted out, then clamped his mouth shut, 
clearing regretting that he'd said it. "I don't want to get into disfavor with—" he tried to add hastily before Sarah 
cut him short. 

"No, I'm not part of that. And don't worry, anything you say is safe with me." 

"It's not good around here at the moment," Joseph said in a low voice. "People have been disappearing." 

As this was nothing particularly new in the Colony, Sarah didn't make any comment, and Joseph also 
remained silent, as if he was still embarrassed by his indiscretion. 

"So, are you coming back?" he asked finally. "After it's done?" 

"Yes, the White Necks say I'll be allowed to stay in the Colony when I've seen something through for 
them." She pushed a crumb from the corner of her mouth, glanced wistfully at the door, and sighed. "Even if you 
do manage to escape them — to get Topsoil — part of you can never leave. They trap you with everything you 
hold dear, everything you love, your family... I found that out," she said, her voice thickening with remorse, "far 
too late." 

Joseph heaved himself to his feet, taking the plate from her. "It's never too late," he mumbled as his hulking 
form made toward the door. 


In the ensuing days, Sarah was ordered to rest and build up her strength. Finally, just when she thought she 
would go stir-crazy from the inactivity, she was summoned to another room by someone other than Joseph. He 
was dressed almost identically but was smaller and older, his scalp completely bald and his movements 
excruciatingly slow as he led the way down the corridor. 

He peered back at Sarah, arching his fluffy white eyebrows apologetically. "Me joints," he explained. "The 
damp's got into them." 

"Happens to the best of us," she replied. 

He showed her into a sizable room where there was a long table in the center and a series of low cupboards 
around all the walls. The old man shuffled off without a word, leaving her wondering why she had been brought 
there. There were two high-backed chairs on opposite sides of the table, and she went over to the nearest of 
them and stood behind it. Looking around the room, her eyes lingered on a small shrine in the corner where a 
beaten metal cross about a foot and a half tall was positioned between two flickering candles. Before it a copy of 
the Book of Catastrophes lay open. 

Her eyes lit upon something on top of the table. A large sheet of paper with colored patches was spread 
open, occupying much of its surface. Glancing over her shoulder, she checked the door, at a loss to know what 
she was supposed to be doing. Then she gave in to her curiosity and, stepping closer, leaned over the sheet. 

She found it was a map. She stared at the top left-hand corner, spotting two minute parallel lines, 
meticulously cross-hatched, which, after about an inch, culminated in an area with a series of infinitesimally small 
rectangles by them. By these was the inscription, THE MINERS' STATION, and some symbols which were 
unfamiliar to her. Then she moved on, noting another inscription that read THE STYGIAN RIVER by the side of 
a meandering dark blue line. 

She began to move away from the corner, scanning the rest of the map, which encompassed a huge light 
brown area with many connected blobs, some shaded with such different colors as darker browns, oranges, and 
an array of reds ranging from crimson to deep burgundy. In fact, these colors looked to her exactly like blood in 
various states of clotting. She decided to see if she could find out what they represented. 

Choosing one of the areas at random, she leaned even nearer to examine it. It was bright scarlet and 
roughly rectangular, with a tiny jet-black skull, a death's-head, superimposed over it. She was trying to decipher 
the legend next to it when there was a sound from close by. The faintest release ofa breath. 

She immediately looked up. 

She recoiled, blundering into the chair and trying not to cry out. 

On the other side of the table was a Styx soldier, dressed in the distinctive gray- green fatigues of the 
Division. He seemed incredibly tall and, with his hands linked in front of him, stood little more than three feet 
away, scrutinizing her silently. She had absolutely no idea how long he'd been there. 

As she raised her eyes, she saw that the lapel of his long coat had a row of short cotton threads protruding 
from it — they were of many different colors, reds, purples, blues, and greens among them. Like the medals they 
gave Topsoil, these were decorations for acts of bravery, and he had so many she couldn't count them. She 
raised her eyes farther. 

His black hair was raked back into a tightly bound ponytail. But when her gaze fell on his face, it was all she 
could do not to take another step away. It was a fearful sight. There was a huge scar, not dissimilar to a 
cauliflower in both its color and texture, down one side of his face. It engulfed a third of his forehead, extending 
over his left eye, which was misshapen to the extent that it looked as though it had been rotated ninety degrees on 
its axis. The scar blossomed out as it spread over his cheek and down to where his jaw hinged. His mouth and 
the already impossibly thin Styx lips were also stretched wide by the scar, so that his teeth were exposed to the 
gums and almost as far back as his molars. 

It was the stuff of nightmares. 

She quickly sought out his unaffected eye, trying not to focus on the damaged, weeping one, which showed 
blood red tissues above and below it, laced with a network of blue capillaries. It was like an incomplete 
anatomical investigation, as if some mad coroner had quit halfway through a dissection of his face. 

"I see you started without me," the soldier said. His words were breathy through his distorted mouth, his 
voice quiet but commanding. "Do you know what the map shows?" he asked. 

She hesitated, then leaned over the document once more, gratefully lowering her eyes to it. "The Deeps," 
she answered. 

He gave a nod. "I noticed you'd located the Miners! Station. Good. Tell me..." His hand was poised over 
the drawing of the railway track, and she saw that several of his fingers were completely missing, while others 
were little more than stumps. He waved this butchered appendage over the rest of the map. "...did you know 
that all of this existed?" 

"The Miners' Station, yes, but, no, not all this," she answered, truthfully. "But I've heard stories about the 
Interior... many stories." 

"Ah, the stories." He grinned fleetingly. The effect was disarming, the glistening margin around his teeth 
rippling like a lazy sine wave, then straightening out again. He sat down, indicating that she should do likewise. 
"My job is to ensure you can operate in the Great Plain and its environs. By the time we are finished" — his dark 
pupils swept toward the items at the very end of the table — "you will be fully versed in our equipment and our 


weapons, and trained to operate within our strictures. Understood?" 

"Yes, sir," she answered, addressing him now as befitted his military manner. He seemed pleased by this. 

"We know you are capable — you must be, to have evaded us for as long as you did." 

She nodded. 

"Your sole objective will be to track down and disable — by any means necessary — the rebel." 

The air hung heavy as she stared into his terribly disfigured face. "You mean Will Burrows?" 

"Yes, Seth Jerome," he said succinctly. He mopped his weeping eye with the back of his hand, and then 
snapped his fingers awkwardly, using what remained of his thumb and index finger. 

"What...?" She heard a clicking on the stone floor behind her and whipped her head around. A shadow 
flitted through the doorway. 

It was the Hunter, the giant cat that had come to her aid on the surface. Pausing to look around, it briefly 
sampled the air, and in the blink ofan eye it had capered over to Sarah's side and was rubbing itself affectionately 
against her leg, with such vigor that her chair was pushed sideways. 

"You! she exclaimed. She was both astonished and delighted to see the creature again. She'd assumed that 
the Styx had had tt killed back up in the excavation. Indeed, quite the opposite was apparent: It was a very 
different animal beside her now, compared to the sorry specimen she'd seen Topsoil. 

She could tell from the way it carried itself as it scampered off to sniff at something in the corner of the room 
that they'd been making sure it was well fed. Its appearance was considerably improved, and the festering would 
on its shoulder had been tended to. A lint pad was bound to its shoulder by a copious amount of gray bandaging 
trussed around its chest. As it was also sporting a brand new leather collar — not something generally found on 
these animals — Sarah instantly assumed it had been in the care of the Styx rather than Colonists. 

"His name is Bartleby. We thought he might be put to good use," the Styx said. 

"Bartleby," Sarah repeated, then glanced across the table at the battle-scarred soldier for an explanation. 

"Naturally the animal will be eager to find his old master — your son — employing his keen sense of smell," 
the man told her. 

"Ah yes." She nodded. "How very true." It would be invaluable to have a Hunter when she was tracking in 
the Deeps, and the fact that it was Cal's scent trail would be incentive indeed. 

She smiled back at the man, and then called out, "Bartleby, here!" He obediently returned to her side and 
sat down, watching her as he waited for another command. She kneaded the scabrous expanse of the cat's wide, 
flat head. "So that's your name, is it... Bartleby? " He blinked his saucer-sized eyes at her, a loud purr rumbling 
from his throat as he shifted from forepaw to forepaw. "You and me together, we'll get Cal back, won't we, 
Bartleby?" 

The smile vanished from her face. "And we'll flush out a big rat in the bargain." 


* * * * * 


Outside in the rose garden of Humphrey House, several pigeons alighted by the bird table, where the cook 
regularly left slices of stale bread and other scraps from the kitchen. Distracted from the magazine spread before 
her, Mrs. Burrows looked up and tried her best to focus on the birds with her red, swollen eyes. 

"Blast it! I can't see a bloomin' thing, let alone read!" she grumbled, squinting first through one eye and then 
the other. "This filthy, filthy virus!" 

Television news bulletins had begun to pop up a week ago, reporting a mysterious viral outbreak that 
seemed, as far as anyone could tell, to have originated in London and was now sweeping like wildfire through the 
rest of the British Isles. It had even reached as far afield as the United States and the Far East. Experts said that 
although the disease, a sort of mega-conjunctivitis, was short-lived, lasting four or five days at most in the average 
person, the rate at which it had spread was a serious cause for alarm. The media constantly referred to it as an 
"Ultra Bug," because it had the unique attribute that its transmission appeared to be both air- and water-borne. A 
world-beating combination, apparently, for the virus that wants to go places. 

According to some experts, even if the government made up its mind to manufacture a vaccine, the process 
from full identification of a new virus to production of sufficient vaccine for the entire population of England could 
take many months, ifnot years. 

But the scientific intricacies were of no concern to Mrs. Burrows — it was the sheer inconvenience that 
made her fume. Dropping her spoon in her cereal bowl, she started rubbing her eyes once again. 

She had been perfectly all right the evening before, but, roused by the morning bell outside her room, she'd 
woken into a living horror show. She was instantly aware of the painful drying of her sinuses and her ulcerated 
tongue and throat. But all this paled into insignificance as she'd tried to open her eyes and found they were so 
heavily gummed together that it was impossible to do so. It was only after bathing them with copious amounts of 
warm water from the hand basin in her room, accompanied by language that would have made a sailor blush, that 
she'd managed to pry apart her eyelids even a fraction. Despite all the washing, they still felt as though they had a 
crust over them that could only be removed by scraping it off. 

Now, as she sat at the table, she let out a mournful groan. The persistent rubbing only seemed to be making 
matters worse. With tears streaming down her face, she scooped up a generous helping of cornflakes and, with 
one bloodshot eye, tried once again to read the copy of TV Guide on the table beside her. It was the latest issue, 


just delivered that morning, which she'd purloined from the dayroom before anyone else had had an opportunity to 
get their hands on it. But it was no good; she was hard-pressed to make out the titles at the tops of the pages, let 
alone the smaller print of the program listings below. 

"What a stinking, filthy bug!" she complained again loudly. The dining room was uncannily quiet for this time 
of the morning; on any normal day, even the first sitting for breakfast would have had a healthy turnout. 

Grinding her teeth with frustration, she folded her napkin and used an edge to carefully mop each weeping 
eye. After a series of deep mooing noises as she tried unsuccessfully to ease her sinuses, she blew her nose 
noisily into the napkin. Then, blinking rapidly, she attempted once more to focus on the magazine pages. 

"It's no good, I can't see a sodding thing. Feels like I've got grit in them!" she said, pushing her cereal bowl 
away from her. 

With her eyes closed, she leaned back in her chair and reached for her cup of tea. She put it to her lips and 
took a sip, then spluttered loudly, blowing it out in a fine mist over the tabletop . It was stone-cold. 

"Urgh! Disgusting!" she shrieked. "The service in this place is deplorable." She slammed the cup down on 
its saucer. "Whole place has come to a standstill," she complained to nobody in particular, knowing full well that 
most of the staff hadn't shown up for work. "Anyone would think there was a war on." 

"There is," came a distinguished voice. 

Mrs. Burrows hiked up one puffy eyelid to see who had spoken. At his table, a man in a tweed jacket, 
perhaps in his mid-fifties, was dunking a finger of buttered toast into his boiled egg with small, deliberate 
movements. Like her, he seemed to prefer his own company, as he had chosen to sit at the small table in the 
adjacent window bay. The room was completely deserted except for her and this other diner. It had certainly 
been a strange couple of days, a skeleton staff with inflamed and seeping eyes doing their best to tend to the 
patients, who mostly confined themselves to their rooms. 

"Hmm," the man said, and nodded as if agreeing with himself. 

"S orry?" 

"I said there is a war on," he declared, munching on his piece of egg-dipped toast. From what Mrs. 
Burrows could see, he had only been mildly affected by the virus. 

"What makes you say that?" Mrs. Burrows asked belligerently, immediately regretting that she'd said 
anything at all. She ducked her head down, praying that he'd leave her alone and just concentrate on his egg 
yolk. She wasn't going to be that lucky. 

"And we're on the losing side," he continued, chewing. "We're under constant attack from viruses. It could 
be all over for us before you have time to say Ring-around-the-rosies." 

"Whatever are you talking about?" Mrs. Burrows muttered, unable to help herself. "What rubbish!" 

"On the contrary," he said with a frown. "With the planet so overpopulated, we've got the optimum situation 
for viruses to mutate into something really lethal, and in double-quick time, too. An ideal breeding ground." 

Mrs. Burrows contemplated making a break for the door. She wasn't going to hang around to hear this old 
fruitcake's prattle, and besides, she'd all but lost her appetite. The upside to this mystery pandemic was that it 
was very unlikely there would be any activities organized for the day, so she could get in some serious television 
viewing with little or no opposition to her choice of show. Even if she couldn’t see much, at least she could /isten 
to t. 

"We're all suffering from this rather nasty eye infection at the moment, but it wouldn't take much for it to 
shuffle a couple of genes and turn into a killer." The man picked up a salt shaker and shook it over his egg. 
"Mark my words, one day something really nasty will appear on the horizon, and tt'll cut us all down, like a scythe 
through corn," he announced, delicately dabbing the corners of his eyes with his handkerchief: "Then we'll go the 
way of the dinosaurs. And all this" — he swept his hand expansively around the room — "and all of us, will be a 
rather short and rather insignificant chapter in the history of the world." 

"How very cheery. Sounds like some naff science fiction story," Mrs. Burrows said sneeringly as she rose 
to her feet and began to grope her way from table to table, headed for the hallway. 

"It's a disagreeable but very likely scenario for our eventual demise," he replied. 

This last pronouncement really got Mrs. Burrows's goat. It was bad enough that her eyes were killing her 
without having to listen to this claptrap. "Oh yes, so we're all doomed, are we? And how would you know?" she 
said scornfully. "What are you, anyway, a failed writer or something?" 

"No, actually, I'ma doctor. When I'm not in here, I work at St. Edmund's — it's a hospital — you might 
have heard of it?" 

"Oh," Mrs. Burrows mumbled, pausing in her flight and turning to where the man was sitting. 

"Seeing — so to speak — as you also seem to be something of an expert, I wish I could share your faith 
that there's nothing to be worried about." 

Feeling more than a little humbled, Mrs. Burrows remained standing where she was. 

"And try not to touch your peepers, my dear — it'll only make them worse," the man said curtly, swiveling 
his head to watch as two pigeons engaged in a tug-of-war over a bacon rind at the foot of the bird table. 
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For a couple of miles all that could be heard was the crunch of their feet in the dust. It was hard going for 
Will and Chester, trudging along with their silent captors, who yanked them roughly to their feet if either of them 
happened to stumble and fall. And on several occasions, the boys had been pushed and struck viciously to make 
them pick up the pace. 

Then, without any warning, they were both drawn to a halt and their blindfolds tugged off’ Blinking, the 
boys looked around; they were evidently still on the Great Plain, but there were no features to be seen in the 
illumination from the miner's light on the head of the tall man who stood before them. The glare from the light 
meant they couldn't see his face, but he was wearing a long jacket with a belt slung around his waist that had 
numerous pouches attached to it. He took something from one of these — a light orb, which he held in his gloved 
palm. Then he reached above his forehead and turned off the miner's light. 

He unwound a scarf from around his neck and mouth, switching his stare between the two boys as he did 
so. His shoulders were broad, but his face was the thing that held their attention. It was a lean face with a strong 
nose and one eye that glinted blue at them. The other eye had something in front of it, held in place by a band 
around the top of his head, like a drop-down lens. 

It reminded Will of the last time he'd had his eyes tested; the optician examining him had worn a similar 
device. However, this version had a milky lens and, Will could have sworn, a very faint orange glow to it. He 
immediately assumed that the eye underneath had been damaged in some way, but then noticed a pair of twisted 
cables attached to the monocle's perimeter that passed around the headband and behind the man's head. 

The single, uncovered eye continued to assess both of them, shrewd and quick as it darted from one to the 
other. 

"I don't have much patience," the man began. 

Will was trying to guess his age, but he could have been anything from thirty to fifty, and he had such an 
imposing physical presence that neither boy could fail to be intimidated. 

"My name is Drake. I'm not in the habit of picking up outcasts from the Colony," he said, and then paused. 
"Sometimes, with the wrecks and the broken-down, those that have been tortured or are too weak to last for 
long... I bring about an early release." With a grim smile, he swept his hand around the belt until it came to rest 
on a large scabbard on his hip. "It's the kindest thing to do." 

As if he had made his point, he withdrew his hand from the knife. "I want straight answers. We've been 
tracking you, and there is no backup, is there?" He glared at Will, who remained silent. 

"You, the big one, what's your name?" He turned to Chester, who shifted uneasily on his feet. 

"Chester Rawls, sir," the boy answered in a tremulous voice. 

"You're not a Colonist, are you?" 

"Er... no," Chester croaked. 

"Topsoiler?" 

"Yes." Chester looked down, not able to withstand the stare from the cold eye any longer. 

"So how did you come to be down here?" 

"I was Banished." 

"Along with the best of them," Drake said, twisting around to regard Wil. "You, the brave — or very idiotic 
— one. Name?" 

"Will," he answered evenly. 

"What are you, I wonder. You're more difficult. You move and look like Colonist rank and file, but there's 
also a touch of the Topsoil about you, too." 

Will nodded. 

Drake continued: "Which makes you somewhat unusual. You're patently not an agent for the Limiters." 

"Who?" Will asked. 

"You've just seen them in action." 

'T've no idea what Limiters are," Will mumbled insolently at him. 

"A specialist detachment of the Styx. They've been cropping up all over the place lately. Seems the Deeps 
have become a bit ofa habit with them," Drake said. "So, you don't work for them." 

"No, I bloody don't!" Will replied, so emphatically that Drake's eye seemed to flicker marginally wider, with 
what could have been surprise. He sighed and crossed his arms, tugging reflectively at his chin with one hand. 

"Thought as much." He stared at Will, shaking his head. "But I don't like it when I can't understand 
something right away. I rend to act rashly... get rid of whatever it is. Tell me, boy, quickly, who and what are 
you?" 

Will decided he'd better do as the man ordered and provide him with an answer. "I was born in the Colony 
and my mother got me out. Got me to the surface," he said. 

"So when did you go Topsoil?" 

"When I was two, she—" 

"Enough," he interrupted, holding up a hand. "I didn't ask for your life story," he growled. "But that smells 
right. And it makes you an... an oddity." He looked past the boys, to the darkness behind them. "I suggest we 


take them back. We can decide what to do with them later. Agreed, Elliott?" 

A smaller figure, no taller than Will, stepped into view with the stealth of a cat. Even in the poor light they 
could see the curves of her body under the loose- fitting jacket and pants, clothes similar to those Drake was 
wearing. She had a sandy-colored scarf, a shemagh, wound around her face and up over the top of her head, 
obscuring all her features except for her eyes, which did not once look in the boys' direction. 

She was carrying a rifle of some kind. She swung it before her and, digging the butt into the ground, leaned 
against it. It looked heavy, with a thick pipelike barrel on which, midway along, was attached a chunky sight of 
some description that glinted dully, like unpolished brass. The weapon was almost as tall as she was, and seemed 
impossibly cumbersome for a girl of her slight frame. 

The two boys held their breath, waiting for her to speak, but after a couple of seconds she merely nodded, 
then swung the chunky rifle onto her back again as if it weighed no more than a length of bamboo. 

"Come along," Drake said to them. He made no move to put on their blindfolds again, but left their hands 
bound. With just the faintest glow from Drake's miner's light to show them where he was, they followed his 
broad-backed form as he piloted them through an unremittingly monotonous landscape. Despite the lack of 
landmarks, he seemed to know unerringly which direction they should be taking. After many more hours of this 
desertlike terrain, they arrived at the edge of the Great Plain at the mouth ofa lava tube. They filed down this at 
some speed. It was almost, Will thought, as if Drake had the ability to see in the dark. 

Now in the enclosed space of the tube, they watched the indistinct outline of Drake's head as he went, but 
on the occasions when Will and Chester glanced behind to see where Elliott was, there was absolutely no sign of 
her. And no noise, either. Will came to the conclusion that she must have taken another route, or had remained 
behind for some reason. 

The three of them, Drake, Will and Chester, took a left fork and very soon arrived at what appeared to be a 
cul-de-sac. 

Drake drew them to a halt. He turned up his miner's light and stood there facing them, his back to the wall, 
while Will and Chester peered around uneasily. They could see no reason for stopping. Chester held his breath 
as Drake suddenly reached to his side and yanked his knife from its scabbard. 

"I'm going to free your hands," he said before they had time to think the worst was about to happen. 
"Here." He beckoned with his knife, and then, as they held up their wrists, sliced deftly through the bindings with 
single strokes. 

"Is there anything in those backpacks that'll be spoiled by water? Food, or anything you want to keep dry?" 

Will thought for a second. 

"Quickly!" Drake pressed them. 

"Yes, there's my notebooks and camera, quite a lot of food, and... and some fireworks," Will replied. 
"That's in mine." He looked over at his brother's rucksack, which Chester was now carrying. "In Cal's, there's 
mostly just food." 

Before he had finished speaking, Drake lobbed two folded packages at their feet. "Use these. Get on with 
it." 

The boys each picked up a package and shook it out. They were bags, made from a light, waxed material, 
with two sets of drawstrings on their openings. 

Will tipped out his rucksack, rapidly shoving things he wanted to keep dry into the bag. He tightened the 
drawstrings, then turned to look at Chester, who was unfamiliar with the contents of his backpack and, as a 
consequence, was taking more time. 

"C'mon, will you," Drake growled under his breath. 

"Let me do that," Will volunteered, shouldering Chester aside and finishing off the job within seconds. 

"Right!" Drake barked. "Is that everything?" 

Both boys nodded. 

"A word of advice: Next time I suggest you keep at least a pair of socks dry." 

They had been so occupied by the task at hand, neither Will nor Chester had given a thought to what was 
going to happen next. 

"Right, sir," Will said. He was comforted by the words next time and the almost paternal advice this 
complete stranger was giving them. 

"Look, I am sir to no one," Drake snapped back, making Will feel uneasy all over again. He hadn't 
intended to say it — it had slipped out as if he had been addressing a teacher at school. 

"Sorry, s—" Will began, managing to cut himself off just in time. He caught the momentary sneer of Drake's 
lips before the man began to speak again. 

"You are going to swim through this." Drake thrust his toe cap at the floor by the foot of the wall. Where 
the boys had thought there was solid ground, they now saw ripples spread sluggishly under a thick film of dust. It 
was apparently a small pool, some six feet in diameter. 

"Swim?" Chester asked, and swallowed nervously. 

"You can hold your breath for thirty seconds, can't you, boy?" 

"Yes," Chester stammered. 

"Good. This is a small sump that comes up in another passage. It's like a U-bend.." 

"Same as at the back ofa toilet bowl?" Chester suggested, his voice brittle with apprehension. 


"Oh, nice one, Chester," Will said, grimacing. 

Drake gave them both a wry glance, then waved them toward the grimy-looking water. "In you go." 

Will put his rucksack on his back and approached the pool, hugging the waterproof bag in his arms. He 
stepped into the sump without hesitation, each step taking him deeper into the tepid water. Then, with a deep 
breath, he ducked his head under its surface and was gone. 

Feeling bubbles brush his face, he pulled himself along using his free hand. He kept his eyes tightly shut, the 
noise of the water thundering in his ears. Although the tunnel wasn't particularly wide, pinching down to perhaps 
three feet at its narrowest pomt, it wasn't proving too difficult to negotiate, either, even with the dual burdens of the 
rucksack and waterproof bag. 

But despite the fact that he thought he was making good progress, Will didn't seem to be getting anywhere. 
He opened his eyes in the pitch-blackness, which made his heart beat even faster. The water around him felt thick 
and resistant. 

This was his worst nightmare. 

Is this all a trick? Should I turn back? 

He tried to keep control of himself, but with the lack of air, his body was beginning to rebel. He felt a wave 
of panic surge through him and began to thrash around, grabbing wildly for anything that would help him move 
faster. He had to get out of the inky liquid! He moved with a mad desperation now, driving himself forward 
through the dark waters in a slow-motion sprint. 

He wondered for the briefest moments if this was how Drake was going to kill both of them. But in the 
same instant he told himself that Drake wouldn't have needed to go to all this trouble — it would have been 
simpler just to slit their throats back on the Great Plain, if that had been his intention. 

Although it was probably no more than half a minute, it felt like several lifetimes before Will burst out into the 
air with a huge splash. 

His chest heaving, he fumbled for his lantern and switched it to its lowest level. The muted light didn't reveal 
much about the place he was in, except he noticed that the ground and the walls appeared to glisten a little when 
his beam caught them. He assumed this was merely due to moisture on their surfaces. Grateful for the air in his 
lungs, he waited for Chester. 

On the other side of the sump, Chester reluctantly hoisted the rucksack onto his shoulders and began 
mooching toward the patch of water, dragging the waterproof bag behind him. 

"What are you waiting for, boy?" Drake said, his voice hard and uncompromising. 

Chester bit his lip, dawdling beside the slowly lapping water, which was still agitated from Will's passage 
through it. He turned to look sheepishly into Drake's single, glowering eye. 

"Um... he began, wondering how he could possibly avoid submerging himself in the grimy- looking pool 
before him. "I can't..." 

Drake grabbed his arm, but without any real pressure. "Listen, I mean you no harm. You are going to have 
to trust me." He raised his chin, looking away from the frightened boy. "It's not an easy thing to put your trust ina 
total stranger, especially after what you've been through. You're right to be cautious — that's good. But I am not 
a Styx, and I'm not going to do anything to hurt you. OK?" He brought his singular gaze to bear on the boy. 

Close to the man, Chester looked directly into his face and somehow knew that Drake was being straight 
with him. He was suddenly filled with confidence. 

"All right," he agreed, and without further hesitation waded into the dark waters, submerging himself in them. 
And as he propelled himself through, using the half- swimming, half-running method Will had employed, he didn't 
allow any doubt to cloud his mind. 

On the other side, Will was there to help Chester out. 

"You OK?" Will asked him. "You took so long, I thought you got stuck or something." 

"No problem," Chester answered, breathing heavily and wiping water from his eyes. 

"Now's our chance," Will said quickly, trying to see what lay beyond in the darkness, then glancing back to 
the pool. There was no sign of Drake, but he wouldn't be far behind. "We should make a break for it." 

"No, Will," Chester said resolutely. 

"What are you talking about?" Will demanded, already turning and trying to pull his friend with him. 

'T'm not going anywhere. I think we're safe with him," Chester replied. He widened his stance to resist Will, 
who saw he meant what he was saying. 

"Too late," Will said furiously as a faint light shone from deep within the water. It was the miner's light on 
Drake's forehead. Will made a growling noise at Chester just as the man's head and shoulders broke from the 
surface, and he rose out of it like some apparition, barely disturbing the water at all. 

Drake's light was more intense than either of the boys' lanterns and it played on the walls around them. Will 
could now see that what he had assumed to be moisture was something else altogether. Both walls and the 
ground upon which the boys stood were streaked with a multitude of fine golden veins, as ifa priceless cobweb 
had been draped over them. The veins glittered with a thousand tiny points of light, suffusing the chamber with a 
glorious kaleidoscope of warm yellow. 

"Wow!" Chester gasped. 

"Gold!" Will mumbled in disbelief: He looked down at his arms, noticing they were covered in it, too. They 
had all picked up a good measure on their clothes and skin from the shining dust floating on the surface of the 


water. 

"fraid not," Drake said, now standing beside them. "It's only fool's gold. Iron pyrite." 

"Of course," Will said, recalling the shiny cube his father had bought him for his minerals collection back 
home. "Iron pyrite," he repeated, slightly ashamed that he hadn't known better. 

"I can show you places where there's gold, places where you can fill your boots," Drake said as he surveyed 
the walls. "But what's the point if there's nowhere to spend it?" The coldness had returned to his voice. "Sort out 
your kit" — he pointed at their rucksacks — "we need to get going." 

Once the boys were ready, Drake turned and was off again, an imperious figure taking powerful, long 
strides down the exquisitely golden gallery. 

Marching briskly through a confusing maze of rock passages, they eventually came to a ramp leading up to a 
rough archway. Drake reached through the opening and felt to one side. He pulled out a knotted rope. 

"Up," he said, holding the rope toward them. 

Will and Chester hauled themselves up the thirty feet of so to the top and waited there, panting from the 
exertion. Drake followed up with no more effort than it would take a normal person to open a door. The boys 
found themselves in a sort of octagonal atrium, from which they could see openings leading to other faintly lit 
spaces. The floor was even and covered with silt, and as Will scuffed his boot on it, he could tell from the echoes 
that the adjoining rooms were ofa reasonable size. 

"This'll be home for a while," Drake said, unbuckling the bulky belt around his waist. Slipping off his jacket, 
he slung it over his shoulder. Then he reached to the contraption in front of his eye and lifted it upward. It was 
hinged, revealing that his other eye was, in fact, quite normal. 

As he stood before them, the boys took in the musculature of his bare arms and how exceptionally lean and 
honed he was. His cheekbones were prominent, and his face so thin that the muscle groups composing it were 
almost visible through his skin. And every inch of his flesh, ingrained with dirt and the color of tanned leather, was 
lined by a mesh of scars. Some were large, bleached-white hyphens that stood proud, while others where much 
smaller, as if pale filaments had been trailed around his neck and the sides of his face. 

But his eyes, overhung by his prominent brow, were intensely blue, and simmered with such an awe-inspiring 
ferociousness that both Will and Chester found it hard to bear their scrutiny. It was as though their depths 
divulged a glimpse of some terrifying place, a place neither of the boys wanted to know anything about. 

"Right, wait in there." 

The boys began to shuffle toward the room Drake was pointing to. 

"But leave your rucksacks here," he ordered and, still facing the boys, added, "Everything OK, Eliott?" 

Will and Chester couldn't stop themselves from peering past Drake. By the top of the rope, the small girl 
was poised, stock-still. It was evident that she had never been very far behind, all the time they'd been walking 
but neither of the boys had noticed her presence until now. 

"You are going to restrain them, aren't you?" she asked ina cold, unfriendly voice. 

"Not necessary, is it, Chester?" Drake said. 

"No," the boy answered so readily that Will looked at him with barely concealed astonishment. 

"And you?" 

"Uh... no," Will muttered less enthusiastically. 


* * * * * 


Once inside, they sat unspeaking in the gloom on some rudimentary beds they'd found in there — the only 
items of furniture in the room. Just long enough to accommodate the bys, there was little width to them, and their 
surfaces were barely padded at all — like a couple of narrow tables with blankets thrown over them. 

As they waited, clueless as to what was going to happen next, the room reverberated with sounds from the 
corridor outside. There were the muffled tones of a conversation between Drake and Elliott, and then they 
listened as their rucksacks were upended and the contents tipped out onto the floor. Finally they heard retreating 
footfalls, then nothing. 

Will took a luminescent orb from his pocket and began to absentmindedly roll it back and forth across the 
top of his sleeve. Now that his jacket had dried, the action dislodged glittering grains of iron pyrite, which 
scattered to the ground in a small sparkling shower. "Looks like I've been to a disco," he muttered, and then, 
without missing a beat, he addressed his friend. "What's the deal, Chester?" 

"What do you mean?" 

"You seem to have thrown your lot in with these people, for some reason. Why do you trust them?" Will 
demanded. "You do realize they're just going to steal all our food and then ditch us somewhere? In fact, they'll 
probably kill us. That's the sort of thieving scum they are." 

"I don't think so," Chester replied indignantly, frowning. 

"Well, what was all that about out there, then?" Will indicated the corridor with a jab of his thumb. 

"I reckon they're rebels of some sort, at war with the Styx," Chester said defensively. "You know, freedom 
fighters." 

"Yeah, right." 

"They could be," Chester maintained, then looked less certain. "Why don't you ask them, Will?" 


"Why don't you ask them yourself?" Will snapped. 

He was getting more and more furious. Coming on top of Cal's accident, the traumatic way in which they 
had been grabbed was really the last straw. He fell into a brooding silence and began to formulate a plan of action 
in which they would fight their way out and make a run for it. He was just about to inform Chester what he 
thought their next move should be when Drake appeared at the threshold. He leaned against the doorjamb, eating 
something. It was Will's favorite — a Milky Way. He and Cal had bought several candy bars in the Topsoil 
supermarket, and he'd been carefully saving them for a special occasion. 

"What are these?" Drake asked, indicating a pair of dun-colored rocks the size of large marbles, which he 
was cradling in the palm of his hand. He shook them as though they were dice, and then closed his hand and 
began to grind them, one against the other. 

"I wouldn't do that if I were you," Will told Drake. 

"Why not?" 

"It's bad for your eyesight," Will said, the corners of his lips curling with the hint of a vindictive smirk as the 
man continued to rattle the stone together. They were the remaining node stones that Tam had given Will, and 
Drake had evidently found them in Will's backpack. If broken, they became incandescent, releasing a blinding 
white light. "They'll go off in your face," Will warned. 

Drake glanced at Will, unsure whether the boy was being serious. However, taking a large bite of the Milky 
Way bar, he now held the stones still as he continued to examine them. 

Will was incensed. "Enjoying that, are you?" he fumed. 

"Yes," Drake answered unequivocally, tucking the last of the chocolate into his mouth. "Look at it as a small 
price to pay for rescuing you." 

"And that gives you the right to help yourself to my things, does it?" Will rose to his feet, his arms bunched 
at his sides, his face rigid with anger. "Besides, we didn't need to be rescued." 

"Oh, really?" Drake responded casually, his mouth still full. "Look at the two of you. You're a mess." 

"We were doing just fine before you came along," Will retorted. 

"Oh, really. So, tell me, what happened to this Cal you mentioned? I don't see him anywhere." Drake shot 
his eyes around the room, then raised his eyebrows quizzically. "Where's he hiding, I wonder." 

"My brother... he... he..." Will started belligerently, but suddenly all the bluster deserted him and he 
slumped back down onto the bed. 

"He's dead," Chester spoke up. 

"How?" Drake asked, swallowing the last of the candy bar. 

"There was this cave... and..." Will's voice faltered. 

"What sort of cave?" Drake asked immediately, his voice deadly serious. 

Chester took over. "It smelled sort of sweet and there were strange plant things... They bit him or 
something, and then all this stuff—" 

"A sugar trap," Drake interrupted, moving in from the doorway and looking quickly from one boy to the 
other. "And what did you do? You didn't just leave him there?" 

"He wasn't breathing," Chester said. 

"He died," Will added disconsolately. 

"Where and when was this?" Drake pressed them. 

Will and Chester shot glances at each other. 

"Come on," Drake urged. 

"Two or so days ago... I suppose," Will said. 

"Yes, it was by the first canal we came to," Chester confirmed. 

"Then there may still be a chance," Drake said, moving toward the doorway. "A slim one." 

"What do you mean?" Will asked. 

"We have to go," Drake snapped. 

"Huh?" Will gasped, not able to comprehend what he was hearing. 

But Drake was already striding purposefully down the corridor. "Follow me! We'll need to take some 
rations," he yelled back to them. Elliott! Saddle up! Break out the weapons!" 

He halted by their backpacks, where all their belongings had been stacked into ordered piles. 

"Take that, that, and that," Drake pointed at the various piles of food. "Should be enough. We'll carry some 
extra water. Elliott! Water!" he shouted as he turned to them. They were standing rather dumbly as they 
watched him, confused as to what exactly they were meant to be doing, and why. "Hurry up and stow that 
stuff... that's if you want to save your brother." 

"I don't understand," Will said, kneeling and hurriedly shoving food into his rucksack as Drake had 
instructed. "Cal wasn't breathing. He's dead." 

"No time to explain now," Drake barked as Elliott appeared from another doorway. Her shemagh was still 
around her head and her rifle slung across her back. She handed Drake two bladderlike containers that slopped 
with the sound of water. 

"Take these," Drake said, shoving them at the boys. 

"What's up?" Elliott asked calmly as she began to pass further items to Drake. 

"There were three of them. The third wandered into a sugar trap," he answered, casting his eyes in the boys' 


direction as he took a bundle of cylinders from Elliott, some six inches or so in length. He opened his jacket and 
slotted them inside it one by one. Then he clipped a pad with shorter versions of the cylinders — each like a thick 
pencil housed in its own loop — onto his belt and secured it by means ofa short cord tied around his thigh. 

"What are those?" Will inquired. 

"Precautions," Drake answered abstractedly. "We'll be taking a direct route across the plain. We don't 
have time for subtlety." 

He buttoned up his jacket and flicked the weird contraption over his eye again. "Ready?" he said to Elliott. 

"Ready," she confirmed. 
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Later that evening, Sarah was in her room, poring over the map the Styx had given her. She was sitting 
cross-legged with it spread open on the floor before her, familiarizing herself with the various place names. 

"Crevice Town," she repeated several times, then switched her attention to the northern reaches of the Great 
Plain, where reports were coming in of recent renegade activity. She wondered if Will was somehow tied up in it 
— given his past record, she wouldn't have been surprised if he was already causing trouble in the Deeps. 

She was distracted by heavy, even steps in the corridor outside. Going to the door, she opened it as softly 
as she could and saw the massive, unmistakable form lumbering down the corridor. 

"Joseph," she called quietly. 

He turned and came back to her, tucking some neatly folded towels under his arm. 

"I didn't want to intrude," he said, glancing through the partially open door and past Sarah to the floor, where 
the map was laid out. 

"You should have come in. I'mso glad you're back." She smiled at him. "I was... um..." she began, then 
fell silent. 

"If there's anything I can do for you, you only have to ask," Joseph offered. 

"I don't think I'll be here much longer," she told him, then hesitated. "There is something I wanted to do 
before I go." 

"Anything," he reiterated. "You know I'm here for you." He beamed at her, delighted that she felt she could 
trust him. 

"I want you to get me out of here," Sarah said in a low voice. 


* * * * * 


Moving like a shadow, Sarah kept close to the wall. She'd already avoided several Colonist policemen 
making the rounds of the surrounding streets and didn't want to get caught now. Ducking into a recess behind an 
ancient drinking fountain with a tarnished brass spout, she crouched down and checked the darkened entrance on 
the other side of the street. 

She lifted her head and gazed at the tall, windowless walls of he outer ring of buildings. It had been from this 
very spot that, so many years ago, she had seen those buildings through her child's eyes. Then, as now, they gave 
the impression that they hadn't put up much ofa fight against the ravages of time. The walls were shot through 
with ominous-looking cracks, and there were numerous huge and yawning hollows where the facing stones had 
simply crumbled away. The masonry appeared to be in such an appalling state of repair that at any moment the 
whole development might come tumbling down on some hapless passerby. 

But appearances can be deceptive. The area she was about to enter had been among the first to be built 
when the Colony was established, and the walls of the houses were strong enough to withstand anything man, or 
time, could throw at them. 

She took a breath and whisked across the street, slipping into the pitch-black passageway. It was barely 
wide enough to allow two people to pass abreast at the same time. At once the smell hit her: The stale odor of 
the inhabitants, a reek of unwashed occupation so intense it was like a physical thing, intermixed with all that went 
with it, with human effluent and the pungent stench of rotting food. 

She came out into a gloomily lit alley. Like all the thoroughfares and runnels that cut through this district, it 
was barely wider than the passageway from which she'd just emerged. 

"The Rookeries," she said to herself, glancing around and realizing that it had changed not one jot, this place 
where the people who had nowhere else to go ended up. She began to walk, spotting a familiar building here or a 
door there, still flecked with faint traces of paint in the same color she recalled, and reveling in her memories of the 
times she and Tam had ventured into this forbidden and dangerous playground. 

Basking in the warmth of her memories, she strolled down the middle of the alley, avoiding the open gutter 
where sewage trickled like heated lard. On either side of her were the ramshackle old slums, their uppermost 
stories overhanging to such an extent that in places they appeared to be almost touching. 

She paused to adjust the shawl over her head while a raggedy bunch of street urchins tore past her. They 


were so dirty as to be nearly indistinguishable from the backdrop of filth coating every surface. 

Two of them, small boys, were shouting, "Styx and stones may break my bones, but names will never hurt 
me!" at the top of their lungs as they chased after the others. She smiled at their irreverence; if they had done that 
outside the confines of the Rookeries, the punishment would have been swift and brutal. One of the boys skipped 
over the open gutter in the middle of the road, past a gaggle of old crones dressed in head shawls similar to 
Sarah's. They were gossiping intently among themselves and nodding their heads. Almost without looking, one of 
the women twisted away from the group just as the boy was in reach. Cuffing him with unnecessary roughness, 
she issued a sharp reprimand. The woman's face was lined and blistered and as pale as a ghost's. 

The boy reeled slightly, then, rubbing his head and grumbling under his breath, he hurtled off, undeterred. 
Sarah couldn't suppress a laugh. She saw in the boy a youthful Tam, recognizing the toughness and resilience she 
had so admired in her brother. The children were still taunting one another in their high voices, and whooping and 
screaming with excitement as they hared down a side alley and disappeared from view. 

Some thirty feet farther down from Sarah, a pair of brutish-looking men stood talking in a doorway, both 
with long hair and pendulous, matted beards, and dressed in scruffy frock coats. She caught them eyeing her with 
vicious sneers on their faces. The larger of the two lowered his head like a bulldog about to attack, and made as 
if to move toward her. He slipped a gnarled, rootlike cudgel from his thick belt, and she saw the easy way he 
held it in his hand. This wasn't some vain threat — she could tell he knew how to use the club. 

These people didn't take kindly to outsiders straying off the beaten track and onto their patch. 

Sarah returned his cold glare but slowed to a crawl. If she were to continue on her original course, it would 
take her straight by him — there was nowhere else to go. The alternative was for her to do an about-face, which 
would be perceived as a sign of weakness. If they suspected for even a fraction of a second that she was afraid 
and shouldn't be there, they'd have a pop at her — that was how things worked in this place. Either way, she 
new that she and this total stranger were now locked into a showdown and that the situation would need to be 
resolved, somehow or other. 

Although she hadn't the slightest doubt she could handle herself if it came to it, Sarah still felt a frisson of the 
old fear, the familiar electric tingle running down her spine. Thirty years ago, this was her and her brother's 
obsession, the start of the contest. Oddly enough, she found it rather comforting. 

"Ay! You!" someone suddenly cried behind her, jolting her from her thoughts. "Jerome!" 

"What?" Sarah gasped. 

She wheeled around to meet the red-rimmed eyes of the ancient hag. Her face was dappled with the most 
enormous liver spots, and she was pointing accusingly at Sarah with an arthritic finger. 

"Jerome," the old woman rasped again, even louder and more confidently this time, her mouth gaping open 
so Sarah could see her toothless, livid-pink gums. Sarah realized she had let her guard drop, and her face had 
been in full view of the group of women. But how in the world did they know who she was? 

"Jerome. Yes! Jerome!" another of the women cawed, with mounting conviction. "It's Sarah Jerome, ain't 
it?" 

Although she was in a maelstrom of confusion, Sarah did her best to rapidly assess her options. She 
scanned the nearby doorways, reckoning that if worse came to worst she might be able to barge her way into one 
of the half-ruined buildings and lose herself in the rabbit warren of passageways that lay behind them. But it didn't 
look good. All the doors were firmly shut or boarded up. 

She was walled in, with only two ways to go — backward or forward. She was looking at the alleyway 
beyond the old hags, calculating whether to make a break and get herself back out of the Rookeries, when one of 
them screamed the most piercing of wails: 

"SARAH!" 

Sarah flinched with the sheer volume of the squall, and a lull descended on the whole place, an eerie, 
watchful silence. 

Sarah spun around, walking away from the women, knowing it would take her straight past the bearded 
man. So be it! She would just have to deal with him. 

As she neared him, he raised the cudgel to the height of his shoulder and Sarah prepared to fight, slipping 
her shawl from her head and winding it around her arm. She could have kicked herself for not bringing her knife. 

She was almost level with him when, to her astonishment and relief; he began to strike the cudgel against the 
Intel of the doorway and to shout her name in his gruff voice. His confederate joined with him, as did every one 
of the group of women behind her. 

"SARAH! SARAH! SARAH!" 

The entire place was stirring now, as if the timbers of the buildings themselves were coming to life. 

"SARAH! SARAH! SARAH!" 

The cudgel continued to beat time as people turned out from the houses and into the alleyway, more people 
than she believed possible. Shutters slammed back from glassless windows and faces peeked out. All Sarah 
could do was bow her head and keep walking. 

"SARAH! SARAH! SARAH!" came shouts thick and fast ftom all over, and people joined in with the beat 
of the cudgel, the clattering growing as metal cups or whatever else came to hand were struck against walls, 
windowsills, and doorjambs. It was like a jailhouse chorus, so loud that the tiles on the roofs began to resonate 
with the singular rhythm. 


Still gripped by panic, Sarah didn't slow her pace, but began to notice the grinning faces, infused with 
wonderment. Elderly men, bent double from disease, and gaunt women, the used-up people that the Colony had 
consigned to the scrap heap, were hailing her, shouting her name jubilantly. 

"SARAH! SARAH! SARAH!" 

Many mouths, with broken and blackened teeth, all yelling in unison. Smiling, wild, sometimes grotesque 
faces, but all with expressions of admiration and even affection. 

They were gathering along the way now — Sarah couldn't believe the sheer number of people lining the 
route. Someone — she didn't see who — thrust a discolored sheet of rough paper into her hands. She glanced 
down at it. It was a crude etching, the sort of thing the underground press distributed to the people of the 
Rookeries — she'd seen the like before. 

But this one caused Sarah's heart to skip a beat. The largest image, in the center of the sheet, was a picture 
of her, a few years younger than she was now, although dressed in almost identical clothes. Her face in the 
picture bore an anxious expression and was looking melodramatically off to one side, as if she was being 
pursued. It was a reasonable likeness of her. So that explained how she'd been recognized. That and the 
rumors, which would have most likely spread like wildfire through the Colony, that she'd been brought back by 
the Styx. There were four other, smaller pictures in similarly stylized roundels in each corner, but now wasn't the 
time to examine them. 

She folded the paper and took a deep breath. Seemingly there was nothing to fear, no threat, so she raised 
her head, throwing her shawl around her back, as she continued down the alleyway, the masses thronging on 
either side of her. She didn't acknowledge them, nor look to her left or right, but kept going as the clamor grew 
even more tumultuous. Wolf whistles and huge cheers and the chanted "Sarah! Sarah! Sarah!" reached the rock 
canopy above, their echoes falling back to earth and mingling with the uproar all around her. 

Sarah reached the narrow passageway that would lead her out through the other side of the Rookeries. 
Without looking back, she entered, leaving the throng behind her. But their shouts still rang in her ears, and the 
drumming still resounded deafeningly in the enclosed space around her. 

Out in the wider street where the more affluent Colonists' houses stood, Sarah stopped to order her 
thoughts. She felt dizzy as she tried to deal with what had just happened. She just couldn't believe that all those 
people, whom she'd never laid eyes on before, had recognized her and had bestowed such adulation upon her. 
After all, they were the inhabitants of the Rookeries — they neither respected nor admired anyone beyond its 
confines. It wasn't their way. Before now, she hadn't had the slightest inkling that she was a figure of such 
renown. 

Remembering the sheet of paper still clutched in her hand, she opened it and began to scrutinize it. The 
paper itself was coarse, with frayed edges, but she didn't notice this as her eyes fell on her name at the top of the 
sheet, spelled out in ornate copperplate letters within a twisting banner, like a flag stirring in the wind. 

And there she was, her picture clear as day — the artist had done a good job of capturing her likeness. 
Around her picture a stylized and wispy fog, or perhaps it was meant to be the darkness, formed an oval frame, 
and in the four corners of the sheet were the smaller roundels she hadn't had the time to look at before. 

They were just as accomplished as the main picture. 

One showed her leaning over her baby's crib, tears making her face shine. There was a shadowy figure in 
the background that she assumed was her husband, standing by just as he had done while their child was dying. 

The next roundel depicted her with both her sons, stealing out of her house, and another had her grappling 
valiantly with a Colonist in a semilit tunnel. The last depicted a huge phalanx of Styx, scythes drawn, hot on the 
heels ofa running, skirted figure as it fled down the length ofa tunnel. The artist had taken liberties here; it hadn't 
happened like that at all, but the meaning was clear. She instinctively crumpled up the sheet. It was strictly 
forbidden to portray the Styx in any way whatsoever — only in the Rookeries would they dare do such a thing. 

She couldn't get over it. Her life... in five pictures! 

She was still shaking her head with utter disbelief as she caught the gentle creak of leather and looked up. 
She froze at the sight that met her. 

Stark white collars and long black coats that rippled with the illumination from the streetlamps. Styx. A 
large patrol of them — perhaps as many as two dozen. They were watching her, unmoving and silent, in a 
casually arranged line on the opposite side of the street. The scene had something of an old photograph from the 
American Wild West about it — a posse of long riders arranged around the sheriff before the start of a manhunt. 
But in this picture the sheriff was a teenage girl. 

Rebecca, in the center of the front row, took a single step forward. As she stood, proud and commanding 
in front of her men, the strongest sense of power emanated from her. 

Who is she really? Sarah thought, not for the first time. 

Rebecca flipped her hand vaguely in the air, the gesture telling the Styx at her flanks to remain where they 
were. As the chanting continued, muffled now by the boundaries of the Rookeries, she gave a faintly amused 
smile. She crossed her arms primly and looked askance at Sarah. 

"Quite the hero's welcome," she called over, tapping a foot on the cobblestones. "How does tt feel to be 
such a big shot?" she added sourly. 

Sarah gave a nervous half shrug, conscious of all the dark pupils of the massed Styx upon her. 

"Well, I hope you made the most of it, because the Rookeries, and all the scum rotting inside, will be no 


more than a bad memory in a few days' time," Rebecca snarled. "Out with the old, as they say." 

Sarah wasn't sure how to react to this — was it just an empty threat because Rebecca was angry that she'd 
dared to leave the Styx compound and venture into the Rookeries? 

A bell began to toll somewhere in the distance. 

"Enough of all this," the girl announced. "It's high time" — she snapped her fingers and the Styx around her 
stirred into action — "we were on our way. We've got a train to catch." 
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"The place of Cross Staves," Drake said as he looked at the sign by the letterbox opening in the ground. 
Will estimated it had taken them ten hours of rapid walking, punctuated by frequent bouts of jogging, to reach the 
place where — he had thought until now — Cal had died. Both he and Chester were thoroughly exhausted but 
filled with fragile hope. 

At Drake's suggestion, they had taken a couple of breaks on the way, but no one had spoken as they drank 
water and chewed on some salty sticks with a nondescript flavor that the taciturn man had produced from a 
pouch. 

As they had jogged along, with only Drake's faint miner's light to guide them, Elliott had prowled behind, 
constant yet undetectable in the dark. But she was with them now, as Drake stood by the letterbox opening, a 
place Will had hoped he'd never again see in his lifetime: a place of fear and dread, a portal into the deathworld. 

Drake undid the buckle and slung his belt kit to one side as Elliott handed him a mask, which he fixed over 
his mouth and nose. "I was given this by a dead Limiter." He smiled dryly at the boys. Then he made sure the 
strange lens was positioned correctly over his eye. 

"I want to help," Will declared. "T'm coming with you." 

"No, you're not." 

"Cal's my brother. He was my responsibility." 

"That has nothing to do with it. You stay with Elliott and keep watch. We've broken every rule in the book 
on the way over, and I don't want to get pinned down when I'm in the sugar trap." Drake gestured to Chester. 
"He's the stronger of you two — he's going to help me." 

"Sure!" Chester nodded eagerly. 

Elliott tapped Will on the shoulder. She was so close to him, he was a bit taken aback. She pointed at the 
outcrop behind the letterbox opening. "Take that side," she whispered. "If you see anything, don't shout, just tell 
me. Got that?" She started to hand Will one of the small metal cylinders Drake had been carrying, but he spotted 
what she was doing. 

"No, Elliott, he doesn't know how to use it yet. Ifit comes to that, just scram and lead them away. We'll 
regroup at the emergency RV, OK?" 

"OK. Break a leg." She smiled under her shemagh as she snatched the cylinder back from a bewildered 
Will 

"Thanks," Drake said, then jumped in the opening, with Chester close behind. 

After they'd gone, Will hunched down low against the rocks, scouring the darkness. The minutes passed. 

"Pssst!" 

It was Elliott. 

Will looked around. He couldn't see her. 

"PSSST!" Tt came again, louder this time. 

He was about to call out to her when she landed right behind him, as if she had dropped from the sky. 
Evidently she'd been on top of the outcrop. 

"Something going on over there," she whispered, pointing off into the darkness. "It's a long way away, so 
don't panic. Just keep your eyes peeled." She was gone before Will had a chance to ask her exactly what she'd 
seen. He peered in the direction she'd indicated. As far as he could tell, there was absolutely nothing there. 

After several minutes, a distant, deep, rumbling boom resounded across the plain. There was no flash, but 
Will was certain he felt the percussive shock on his face, a faint wash of warm air over and above the constant 
breezes. He stood up, and Elliott was back in an instant. 

"Thought so," she whispered into his ear. "It's the Limiters sending another Coprolite settlement sky-high." 

"But why would they do that?" 

"Drake thought perhaps you could tell us." 

Will saw her keen brown eyes flash through the parting in the shemagh. 

"No," Will replied hesitantly, "why should I know?" 

"This only started — the hunting of our friends and any Coprolites who deal with us — about the time you 
showed up. Maybe you brought it on. So what did you do to get the Styx so stirred up?" 

"I... I..." Will stammered, stunned by the suggestion that he was somehow to blame for the Styx's actions. 

"Well, whatever you did, they won't let it go. I should know." Her eyes flicked away from him. "Keep 


alert," she said., making a catlike leap up the sheer incline of the rock outcrop, her outsized rifle balanced in her 
arms. 

Will's mind was whirring. Could Elliott be right? Had he brought down the wrath of the Styx on the 
renegades and Coprolites? Was he in some way responsible for all of this? 

REBECCA! 

The thought of his one-time sister made him choke. Could she still be out for vengeance? Her evil influence 
seemed to follow Will everywhere he went, slithering after him like a poisonous snake. Was she behind what was 
happening? No, that would be just too outlandish. 

He thought back to the moment he and Chester had first entered the underground world, through one of the 
Colony's air locks and into the Quarter, setting offa chain of events over which he'd had no control. Then he 
began to think about how many lives had changed for the worse as a result. 

For starters there was Chester, dragged into this terrifying mess because, out of the goodness of his heart, 
he'd offered to help Will search for his father. Then there was Tam, who had lost his life defending him in the 
Eternal City. And he couldn't forget Tam's men: Imago, Jack, and the others, who were probably on the run right 
now. All because of him. The burden was way too much to bear. No, he tried to convince himself, this can't all 
be on me. It can't be. 

A commotion coming from the letterbox opening distracted Will from his tortured thoughts. He saw Drake 
racing away from the sugar trap, white particles scattering from his head and shoulders like a sprinkling of 
confetti. He was carrying Cal's limp body. Chester climbed out behind him. 

Drake paused for the briefest instant to shake off his mask, then resumed his mad dash, heading directly for 
the canal. 

"Come on," Eliott said to Will as he stood watching dumbly. 

The trio followed Drake, pale particles swirling in his wake. But he didn’t stop once he'd reached the 
canal. He hurtled from the bank, straight into the dark river, with a huge splash. Water closed over him, until 
both he and Cal were totally submerged. 

Will and Chester stood on the bank, watching. As the water became calm again, there was only a clutch of 
air bubbles to mark the spot where Drake had jumped in. Will glanced at Chester. 

"What's he doing?" 

"Dunno." Chester shrugged. 

"Did you see Cal?" 

"Not really," Chester replied. 

There was a small splash as if} far below, the water was being agitated. Small ripples spread out ftom the 
turbulence, then the surface becalmed again. Seconds passed. 

Still staring blankly into the canal, Chester spoke ina despondent voice. "He looked pretty dead to me, but 
I couldn't really see." 

"You didn't go into the cavern?" 

"Drake made me wait outside. He moved inside it very slowly... I suppose he was trying not to set the 
things off But then he came out run—" 

He stopped speaking as Drake's head broke the surface. The man bobbed up, drawing several deep 
breaths. They couldn't see Cal's body: Drake kept it underwater. With a few one-armed strokes, he swam to 
the side, where he braced a shoulder against the crumbling stone bank. He raised Cal out of the water so the 
upper half of the boy's torso was visible and shook him savagely. Cal's head whipped from side to side as if it 
might detach altogether from his shoulders. Then Drake stopped, holding Cal still as he peered at his face. 

"Shine your lanterns on him," he ordered. 

Will and Chester did as they were told. The face was horrible to look at: deathly blue and speckled all over 
with raised white blotches. There didn't seem to be the smallest sign of life. Nothing. Will began to despair 
again. His brother was dead and there was nothing anyone could do to change that. 

Then Drake shook the boy again and slapped him hard across the face. 

Will and Chester both heard a gasp. 

Cal's head twitched. He took a tiny breath, and then coughed weakly. 

"Thank goodness, thank goodness," Chester was saying over and over again. He and Will looked at each 
other, wide-eyed with disbelief; Will just shook his head, dumbfounded. This was beyond his wildest dreams — 
his brother, before his very eyes, seemed to have returned from the dead. 

Cal took a couple more wheezy breaths, then coughed again, stronger this time. Then he was coughing 
nonstop, his throat rasping as though he couldn't get enough air into his lungs. His head jerked around on his 
shoulders in a spasm and he was violently sick. "C'mon, boy! Good," Drake said, holding him. "That's it!" 

He hoisted Cal up as far as he could. 

"Take him," he told them. Will and Chester each grabbed Cal under the arms and dragged him out onto the 
bank. 

"No, don't lay him down!" Elliott said. "Get him on his feet. Get his shirt off Walk him around, keep him 
moving, It'll work the poisons out." 

As they stripped the shirt off his body, they saw Cal's blue-tinged skin in all its glory. Its surface was 
peppered with raised white welts. His flame-red eyes were open, and his mouth moved in wordless shapes. One 


on either side, Will and Chester walked the diminutive figure in quick circles. Cal's head rolled loosely as they 
went, but he was unable to shuffle even a step under his own steam. 

Drake had climbed out of the canal and was squatting on its bank as Elliott scanned the horizon with her rifle 
scope. 

But Will's and Chester's efforts didn't seem to be enough. After a while Cal's eyes closed, and his mouth 
stopped moving as he slipped back into unconsciousness. 

"Stop," Drake said, rising to his feet. He came over to where the boys were and, propping up Cal's head 
with one hand, slapped his face mercilessly with the other. He did this time and time again. Will thought he could 
see some of the blue color beginning to recede from his brother's cheeks. 

Cal's brows twitched, and Drake stopped, watching his face carefully. 

"We got to him just in the nick of time. Any longer and the narcotics would've had him in their grip, and the 
spores begun to take root," Drake said. "In short order they would have digested him. A human compost bag." 

"Spores?" Will asked. 

"Yes, these." Drake rubbed roughly with his thumb at one of the coarse white welts on Cal's neck. A little 
of it crumbled away at his touch to reveal even brighter blue skin beneath, oozing with small droplets of blood. 
"They germinate — like these have — and put down tendrils, which grow into the flesh of the victim, absorbing all 
the nutrients from the living tissues." 

"But he'll be all right, won't he?" Will said quickly. 

"He's been out for a long time," Drake answered, shrugging. "Just remember, if any of you are fool enough 
to make the same mistake twice and blunder into a sugar trap, you have to shock the victim awake. The nervous 
system almost shuts down and needs a trauma to kick-start it. One way is to shove them underwater. You 
almost have to drown them to save them." 

Cal seemed to be drifting offagain, so Drake resumed slapping him, so hard that the noise hurt Will's ears. 
Then Cal suddenly yanked his head back. He inhaled deeply and screamed the most horrible of screams. Will 
and Chester shuddered. It was unearthly, like an animal call, reverberating across the dusty desert. But, akin to 
the primal scream of a newborn baby, it gave Will and Chester such hope. Drake took his hands away. 

"That's it. Now walk him around again." 

They kept on, in endless circles, and little by little life seemed to be returning to the boy. He began to walk 
with them, at first with only the feeblest of movements, and then bigger, uncontrolled paces, as his head lolled on 
his shoulders. 

"Drake, better see this," Eliott called, adjusting the sight on her long rifle. 

Immediately at her side, Drake took the rifle from her. He looked through the scope. "Yes... I see it... 
strange..." 

He lowered the rifle and looked at her with a bewildered expression. "Styx... on horseback!" 

"No," she said with disbelief. 

"They've picked up a light trace from us," Drake said, passing the weapon back to her. "We can't hang 
around here." He strode over to Will and Chester. "Sorry, boys, no time to rest. I'll carry your kit but you've got 
the patient." He hoisted both of their rucksacks onto his shoulders and started off without a moment's delay. 


* * * * * 


Will and Chester lugged Cal between them, Will lifting the boy under his armpits while Chester had hold of 
his legs. They ran in a half trot, using the muted light from Drake's miner's beam to guide them. 

"They can't follow us into the tubes on horseback," he called quietly back to them. "But we've got a long 
way before we're out of the woods. Move it!" 

"This is knackering," Will moaned as yet again his foot caught against a rock and he stumbled, only just 
managing to keep hold of his brother. "He weighs a freakin’ ton!" 

"Tough," Drake snapped back. "Pick up the pace!" 

Sweat poured from Will and Chester as they struggled along; they were suffering badly from exhaustion and 
lack of food. Will had a foul taste in his mouth, as ifhis body was burning its last reserves. He felt dizzy, and 
wondered if Chester was finding it as hard as he was. Making matters that much more difficult, Cal kept twitching 
and writhing. He obviously had no idea what was happening and was trying to push them both off. 


* * * * * 


They finally came to the perimeter of the Great Plain. The boys both felt fit to drop, their limbs leaden with 
fatigue. They entered a winding lava tube and, as it turned a corner, Drake turned to them. 

"Hold up a second," he ordered, and unhooked one of the packs from his shoulder. "Take some water. 
We've left the plain earlier than we should have... It's safer, but it'll mean a longer hike home." 

They gratefully slumped down to the ground with Cal between them. 

"Elliott, rig a pair of trips," Drake called out. 

From nowhere she came into the weak beam of Drake's light, stooping down while she positioned 
something by the rock wall. It was a stubby canister, approximately the size of a soup can and dull brown in 


color. Once she had anchored it to a small boulder by means ofa strap, she backed away, feeding out a taut 
length of wire, so fine that Will and Chester could hardly see it, across the width of the tunnel. She attached this 
to a spur on the opposite wall and then plucked it gently: It gave a low twang. "Perfect," she whispered, returning 
to the canister. Lying on her front, she gently eased a small pin from it and stood up. "Set," she said quietly. 

Drake turned to Will and Chester. "We have to move farther down so Elliott can rig the second one," he 
ordered as he scooped up the rucksack. 

Will and Chester got slowly to their feet and lifted Cal again. By now he had begun to make strange, 
nonsensical noises, whines and grunts, with the odd drawled word mixed in: "hungry," or "thirsty." But neither 
Will nor Chester had the time nor the energy to worry about that now. They carried Cal several hundred feet, 
then came to a halt again as Drake stopped. 

"No, don't sit down!" he told them. 

So they remained standing as Elliott set up another "trip." 

"What do those do?" Will asked, leaning against the wall of the lava tube and puffing, as he and Chester 
watched Elliott repeat the process. 

"They go bang," Drake told him. ‘They're charges." 

"But why do you need two?" 

"The first has a delay on the fuse. So the White Necks trigger it, walk into the second charge at about the 
time the first goes off, and presto, they're sealed in a section of the tunnel. Well, that's the theory, anyway." 

"Genius," Will said, impressed. 

"Actually," — Drake leaned toward him — "we often set two or more because the Limiters are so bloody 
good at spotting them." 

"Oh, right," Will mumbled, less impressed. 


* * * * * 


By Will's reckoning, they must have covered quite a few miles before they heard the charges go off in quick 
succession, like a pair of giant handclaps. Then, after a brief delay, they felt a burst of wind on their sweat- 
soaked necks. Drake didn't miss a step, continuing at a pace they found difficult to match. By now, Will was 
holding Cal by one of his arms while the other flailed weakly, sometimes knocking against Will's shins. 

They twisted through tube after tube, climbing and descending, sometimes squeezing through a series of tight 
cavities, sometimes wading through semi-submerged, echoing caverns. In these, they were forced to hoist Cal 
almost to shoulder height, as best they could, so his head wasn't dunked under the water. 

The boy appeared to be getting his strength back and, as it returned, he became more and more 
unmanageable, thrashing around in their grip. At times, it was just too much and they dropped him. On one of 
these occasions, both Will and Chester were too tired to care anymore as Cal hit the sodden ground with a mighty 
slap. He loosed offa series of garbled and guttural swear words as they were picking him up again. 

"DANG T'Y'USE FIRKS! Y'USE SNECKEN THRIPPS!" 

These unrecognizable curses, combined with Cal's ineffectual fury, were so comical that Will couldn't stop 
himself from chuckling. This infected Chester, who also began to laugh, causing the bizarre drawled invectives to 
issue from Cal at an even greater rate as he flapped wildly about. The boys' fatigue, and the sheer relief that Cal 
was alive, were making them both feel a little light-headed. 

"Hmm... don't think I ever been called that before," Chester said, breathing hard from the exertion. 
"Sneck-en-thripps?" he repeated, enunciating the words carefully. 

"I have to admit," Will snickered, "I've always thought you were a bit of a thripp." 

Both of them dissolved into hysterical laughter, and Cal, who evidently could hear everything they were 
saying, flailed his arms around even more furiously. 

"CRUTS Y'BISHTARDS!" he bellowed hoarsely, then went into a paroxysm of coughing. 

"Shut up!" Drake hissed from up ahead. "You'll give away our position!" 

Cal became more subdued again, not because of Drake's reprimand, but because he realized that the 
swearing wasn't achieving anything. Instead, he began to try to grasp hold of Will's leg to trip him up. Will's 
amusement turned to irritation and he shook his brother. "Cal, enough!" he snapped. "Or we'll leave you behind 
for the Styx." 

Finally they found they were back at the base. Since they hadn't had to go through the sump, Will realized 
they must have approached it from another direction. They pulled up Cal with the rope knotted around his chest 
and got him to one of the beds in the end room. Drake told them to sponge some water into the boy's mouth. He 
coughed and spluttered, most of it dripping down his chin, but still managed to drink a good amount before he 
drifted off into a deep slumber. 

"Chester, you watch him. Will, you're coming with me." 

Will obediently followed Drake along the corridor. He felt a rising apprehension, as if he'd been summoned 
to the principal's office for a telling- off. 

They entered a darkened area and then, through a metal doorway, Will found he was in a large room, where 
a single light orb suspended in the center of the ceiling burned brightly. The room was at least a hundred feet long 
and only slightly less wide. In one corner was a pair of bunk beds made from thick sections of iron, and every 


inch of the walls was draped with a mass of equipment. It was like some military treasure trove and, as Will's 
eyes roamed around, he spotted racks with huge numbers of strange cylinders like the one Elliott had tried to give 
him at the Place of Cross Staves. There were also some deflated gray suits that Will recognized as the ones the 
Coprolites wore, and all manner of webbing, coils of rope, and kit bags, all hung in neatly ordered rows. 

As he continued behind Drake, Will spied Elliott between the two bunk beds. Her back was to him, and he 
could see she had removed her jacket and pants and was stowing them in a wall locker. She was dressed in an 
ivory-colored undershirt and shorts, and he couldn't stop himself from looking at her slim and finely muscled legs. 
They were smeared with dirt and, like Drake's face, they appeared to have a shocking number of scars on them, 
which stood out white against the reddish-brown of the dust that coated every inch of her skin. Taken aback at 
seeing her like this, Will stopped on the spot, but then noticed Drake was watching him intently. 

"Sit," he ordered, indicating a place by the wall, just as Elliott emerged from between the bunk beds. 

She had a strikingly feminine face, with high cheekbones and full lips below a fine nose. Will saw her eyes 
flash darkly as she gave hima cursory glance, then she yawned and ran a hand through her short-cropped black 
hair. Her arms and wrists were so slight that Will couldn't believe he was looking at the same person who toted 
the long rifle around as if it were merely a stick of bamboo. 

His gaze fell on her upper arm, where there was a disturbingly deep indentation in her bicep. The skin lining 
the hollow was rippled through with jagged pink striations, and its surface was rough, as if melted candle wax had 
been dripped over it. Will's first thought was that something had taken a bite out of her, and a big one at that. 

But everything he noticed about her was dwarfed by the remarkable fact that she appeared to be young, 
perhaps not much older than him. It was the last thing he would have expected, given her intimidating presence 
out on the Great Plain. 

"OK?" Drake asked her as she yawned again and scratched her shoulder absently. 

"Yeah. Going to take a shower," she replied, padding barefoot to the door without a second glance at Will, 
who stared after her, his mouth agape. 

As Drake snapped his fingers in front of his face to get his attention, Will realized he had been gawping, and 
self consciously averted his eyes. 

"Over here," Drake said, more forcibly this time. By the wall were two sturdy-looking metal trunks, and 
they sat opposite each other on these. Although Will's thoughts weren't quite organized, he started to speak. 

"I... um... wanted to thank you for saving Cal. I was wrong about you and Elliott," he confessed, his eyes 
flicking automatically to the doorway as he spoke her name, although she'd long since left the room. 

"Sure." Drake waved his hand dismissively through the air. "But I'm not concerned about that. Something's 
going on, and I need to know what you know." 

Will was a little taken aback by the question, and looked at the man with a perplexed expression. 

"You saw for yourself what the Styx are doing. They're killing renegades by the dozen." 

"Killing renegades," Will echoed, and shivered as he thought about the incident he and Chester had 
witnessed. 

"Yes. I have to admit I'm not sorry to see some of them go, but we're also losing friends at a rate of knots. 
In the past the Styx left us largely to our own devices, apart from when they needed a revenge killing because a 
trapper overstepped the mark and a Limiter went missing. It's different now; we're being weeded out, and I don't 
think the Styx are going to stop until every last one of us is dead." 

"But why would they kill Coprolites, too?" Will asked. 

"To send a signal to them not to trade with us or give us any assistance. But that's nothing new. The White 
Necks have periodic cullings to keep Coprolite numbers down," Drake said, rubbing his temples as if the matter 
deeply troubled him. 

"What are cullings? " Will asked, not understanding. 

"Wholesale slaughter," Drake replied brusquely. 

"Oh," Will mumbled. 

"There's no question that the Styx are hatching something. The Limiters are out in battalion strength, and 
from what we've seen, there are high-ranking White Necks arriving on the Miners' Train almost by the day." 
Drake frowned. "We've also got it froma reliable source that the scientists are down here trying something out on 
human subjects. There are stories they've set up a testing area, although I haven't located it yet." 

"This ringing any bells with you?" He paused to scrutinize Will with his striking blue eyes. "You don't know 
anything about any of this, do you?" he said to the boy. 

Will shook his head. 

"Well, then, I need to know everything you do know. Exactly who are you?" 

"Um... OK," Will answered, clueless where to start or how much Drake really wanted to hear. He was 
feeling totally fried, and every muscle in his body ached from hauling Cal, but he wanted to help Drake however 
he could. So he began to talk in some detail, Drake interrupting with the odd question, and his manner softening 
slightly and becoming almost convivial as Will went on. 

He recounted how his adoptive father, Dr. Burrows, had been observing a group of people up in Highfield 
who didn't quite seem to fit and had thrown himself into an investigation of them. And how this investigation had 
led him to excavate a tunnel, which had given him a way into the Colony. Then Will explained, swallowing as his 
throat tightened, how his father had voluntarily taken the Miners' Train. "And my dad's down here somewhere 


now. You haven't seen him, have you?" he said quickly. 

"No, not me." Drake held up a hand, reacting to the boy's evident agitation. "But — and I don't want to get 
your hopes up — I spoke to a trapper recently..." Drake seemed to hesitate. 

"And?" Will said eagerly. 

"He heard through the grapevine that there's an outsider hanging around one of the settlements. Apparently 
this man is neither Colonist nor Styx... He wears glasses..." 

"Yes?" Will leaned forward expectantly. 

".,.and makes notes in a book." 

"That's Dad! It's got to be!" Will exploded, laughing with relief. "You have to take me to him." 

"I can't," Drake replied bluntly. 

Will's elation was immediately replaced by sheer exasperation. 

"What do you mean, you can't? You must!" Will implored him, then his frustration boiled over and he 
jumped to his feet. "He's my dad! You have to show me where he is!" 

"Sit down," Drake ordered in no uncertain terms. 

Will didn't move. 

"I said sit down... and calm down, so I can finish what I was saying." 

Will slowly lowered himself back onto the trunk, his chest heaving with emotion. 

"I said I didn't want to get your hopes up. The trapper didn't give me any details about where this man is, 
and the Deeps go on for miles. In any case, with all the activity from the White Necks, the Coprolites are moving 
their settlements. So it's likely he's upped and moved with them, too." 

Will was silent for a while. 

"But if it is Dad, he's OK, then?" he asked eventually, searching Drake's eyes for confirmation. "You think 
he's going to be all right?" 

Drake rubbed his chin thoughtfully. "As long as he doesn't get jumped by a Limiter execution squad." 

"Oh, thank goodness," Will said, closing his eyes for a moment. 

Even if Drake couldn't tell him where his father was, Will was so comforted by the information he was alive 
that it gave him a second wind. 

He launched into his own story; how, after Dr. Burrows had gone missing, he'd enlisted Chester's help, and 
how they had gotten into the Colony. He told of their subsequent capture and the grueling interrogations by the 
Styx. Then he spoke about the first meeting with his biological brother and father, and the revelation that he had 
been adopted. As he mentioned his real mother, and hat she was the only person ever to escape from the 
clutches of the Colony and survive, Drake interrupted him abruptly. 

"Her name? What's her name?" 

"Um... Jerome. Sarah Jerome." 

"There was the smallest intake of breath from Drake and, in the silence that followed, Will was sure he 
noticed a change in the man's penetrating eyes. It was as though they were looking at him afresh. 

"So you're telling me you're her son," Drake said, straightening his back. "Sarah Jerome's son?" 

"Yes," Will confirmed, surprised by his reaction. "Cal is, too," he added in a mumble. 

"And your mother, she has a brother." 

Will couldn't tell whether this was a question or a statement of fact. "Yes, she did," he replied. "My uncle 
Tam." 

"Tam Macaulay." 

Will nodded, impressed that Drake knew the name. "You've heard of him?" 

"Only by reputation. He wasn't a favorite with the powers that be in the Colony... they had him down as a 
trouble maker," Drake replied. "But you said did? What happened to him?" 

"He died getting Cal and me away from the Styx," Will answered sadly. As Drake frowned, Will went on to 
tell him everything he knew about Rebecca, and how Tam had fought and killed her father, the Crawfly. 

Drake whistled. "You certainly saved the juiciest part till last," he said, then gazed at Will for a few 
moments. "So," he pronounced softly, "you've pissed off someone right at the top of the Styx pecking order and," 
— he was silent for a heartbeat — "and they want to put your head on a plate." 

This knocked Will for a loop and he didn't know how to respond. "But—" he started with a splutter. 

Drake spoke over him. "There's no way they'll let you remain at large. Just as your mother, Sarah, is a sort 
of figurehead, a hero for the insurgents in the Colony, you'll be viewed in the same light." 

"Me?" Will swallowed. 

"Yeah," Drake said. "You should wear a warning label." 

"What do you mean?" 

"I mean that you, my friend, are an extremely dangerous person to be around," Drake spelled out for the 
staggered boy. "It might be another reason why the plain is crawling with Limiters." Then, lapsing into thought, 
Drake rested his elbows on his long legs and leaned forward to study the floor. "This puts a different spin on 
everything." 

"Why? No, it's not all because of me, it can't be!" Will protested vehemently. "You know how messed up it 
is in the Colony..." 

"No, I don't," Drake rebutted fiercely, jerking his head up. "Haven't been there for a while." 


"Well, anyway, why would they still be after me? What can I do to them?" 

"That's not the point. You just don't mess with them and walk away." Drake gave a snort. "The Styx don't 
truck with live and let live." 

"But you said all the important Styx have been arriving in the Deeps. They wouldn't come here just because 
of me, would they?" 

"No... that's true." Drake narrowed his eyes, nodding in vague agreement. "They might want to eliminate 
you, but with all the top brass and scientists turning up, there's no question they're working on something big. And 
whatever it is, it's obviously important to them." 

"What do you think it is?" Will asked. 

The man just shook his head and offered no explanation. 

"Can I ask you something?" Will ventured, his mind still reeling. 

Drake gave a nod. 

"Um... Chester thinks you're a freedom fighter. Are you?" 

"No, not even close. I'ma Topsoiler, just like you." 

"You're kidding," Will exclaimed. "How did you—?" 

"It's a long story. Maybe another time," Drake replied. "Anything else you want to know?" 

Will had been building himself up to ask the question that had been in the back of his mind for some time. 

"Why...?" he began, his voice wavering as he wondered if he was pushing his luck. 

"Go on," Drake said, flexing his arm. 

"Why... why did you save Cal? What are you helping us for?" 

"That stone you're wearing," Drake said obliquely, as ifhe was avoiding giving an answer. 

"This?" Will asked, touching the green jade pendant around his neck. 

"Yes, where'd you get it?" 

"From Tam." Probing with his fingertips the three slightly converging lines carved into its polished surface, 
Will contemplated the pendant. "Is it something important?" 

"Legends speak ofa fabled race far below, at the bottom of the Pore. It's said they're nearly as old as the 
earth itself. I've seen that same symbol many times... It's on their ruined temples." Drake stared at the pendant, 
lapsing into another silence, during which Will felt more and more awkward. 

If he hadn't been so utterly exhausted, Will would have launched into a thousand questions about this Pore 
and the ancient race Drake had mentioned. As it was, his mind was on more immediate matters. He shifted 
uneasily on the metal trunk, and then spoke up. "You... um... haven't really answered me... about why you're 
helping us." 

Drake looked at him and, for the first time, gave a genuine smile. It seemed a little incongruous with his 
steely gaze. 

"You're a stubborn little sod, aren't you? Can't see your chum Chester being so pushy." He leaned back, a 
contemplative expression on his face. "Where some lead, others follow," he said under his breath. 

"Huh?" Will said, not catching what he was saying. 

"In answer to your question," Drake said, straightening up, "life is hard down here, but just because we live 
like animals doesn't mean that we've lost our humanity. There are renegades a lot less accommodating that Elliott 
or me, who would kill you just for your boots, or keep you alive for — how can I put it? — their own diversions. 
I snatched Elliott from a similar fate many years ago." He rubbed his chest as if recalling an injury he'd received 
on the occasion. "I wouldn't want to see that happen to any of you." 

"Oh," Will uttered. 

Drake sighed, a long, deep sigh. "You and Chester are not like the walking wounded that are usually 
Banished from the Colony — you've not been maimed or tortured or broken from years of service." He rubbed 
the palms of his hands together as he continued. "I didn't count on being saddled with the three of you, I admit." 
He stared into Will's eyes. "But we'll just have to see how your brother shapes up." 

As tired as he was, Will caught the implication. 

"And you, sonny boy, could be a big liability with the White Necks after your scalp," Drake said with a 
yawn, his face becoming expressionless as he glanced around the room. "But I need to find out more about what 
the Styx are up to before we move from the plain. It'll give some breathing space for your brother to get his 
strength back. And when we get to where we're going, we could certainly do with some extra hands around the 
place." 

Will nodded. 

"The fact that you're Sarah Jerome's son and know the ropes Topsoil could be a real asset." 

Will nodded again, but then stilled his head as he wondered why this was so important to Drake. "What do 
you mean?" 

"Well, if my instinct is correct, this thing the Styx are working on might have big implications for Topsoilers. 
And I don't think either of us would just sit by and let them get away with it, would we?" He raised a quizzical 
eyebrow at Will. 

"No way!" Will burst out. 

"So, what do you say?" the man asked pointedly. 

"Huh?" 


"Well, are you in or not? Are you going to join us?" 

Will chewed his lip in confusion. He was completely thrown, both by the offer from this formidable man and 
the suggestion that Cal might not be part of it. What would happen ifhis brother didn't recover fully? Would 
Drake just ditch him? And Will wondered what would happen if the Limiters really were out to get him. Ifit 
proved too dangerous to have him around, what them? Would Drake simply hand him over? But Will also knew 
he'd do anything he could to stop the Styx. It would pay them back for Tan's death. 

He didn't have any alternative but to accept Drake's invitation. Besides, he, Chester, and Cal were hardly in 
a position to go it alone, certainly not with the state his brother was in, and not with the Limiters everywhere. 

As Drake watched him, waiting for a response, Will knew he shouldn't hesitate — that wouldn't go down 
well. What else could he do but say yes? At the very least, ifhe played his cards right, then this man might be the 
key to finding his father. 

"Yes," he said. 

They talked some more and then Will was dispatched back to his room, where he found Chester fast asleep 
on the floor by the bed in which Cal was stretched out. 

Will had wanted to say something to Chester, to apologize for being so hasty in dismissing his friend's hunch 
about Drake and Elliott. But Chester was dead to the world, and there was no way he was going to wake him. 
Will's fatigue caught up with him, too. He curled up on the unoccupied bed and fell into a dreamless sleep. 
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In the days that followed, Will and Chester looked after Cal, serving him the nondescript food Drake and 
Elliott provided. All he wanted to do was sleep on the narrow bed, but the boys forced him to exercise. Taking 
fumbling, clumsy steps as if he couldn't quite feel his feet, he glowered resentfully at them. 

His speech became less slurred and the blue hue gradually left his skin. Drake came in every day for 
updates on his progress, then would whisk one of the others off on reconnaissance expeditions so they could 
begin to learn the ropes, as he put it. 

When Chester was away on one of these outings, Will took the opportunity to have a word with his brother. 

"I know you're awake," Will said to Cal, who was lying on the bed, facing the wall. "What do you think of 
Drake?" 

Cal didn't respond. 

"I said, what do you think of Drake?" 

"Seems OK," Cal mumbled after a while. 

"Oh, I think he's better than that," Will said. "He told me there are others in the Deeps that would cut your 
throat for the clothes on your back. That's ifthe Limiters didn't get to you first." 

"Hmm," Cal grunted, unconvinced. 

"I just thought you should know that if you don't stop moping and get yourself back on your feet, Drake's 
patience might run out." 

Cal spun around to face Will, his eyes filled with a sudden fury. 

"Is that a threat? Are you threatening me? What's he going to do, send me packing?" He sat up quickly. 

"Yes, something like that," Will answered. 

"How do you know? You're just saying that." 

"No, I'm not," Will answered resolutely. He stood up and started for the door. 

"So you'd just let him dump me?" Cal was staring daggers at his brother by this time. 

"Oh, Cal," Will groaned, turning around in the doorway. "What can I do if you won't help yourself? You 
know that Drake's talking of moving on soon. He and Elliott don't live here permanently. And he says he's going 
to take us with him." 

"All of us?" Cal asked. 

"That depends. Do you think he wants to look after three of us, especially when one's a real pain?" 

Cal swung his legs over the side of the bed and stared nervously at Will. 

"Do you mean that?" 

Will nodded. "Just thought you should know," he said as he exited the room. 

Cal took Will's words to heart and, in the days that followed, was a changed person. He threw himself into 
an exercise regime, hobbling around on a dark wooden cane that Drake had given him. The left side of Cal's 
body seemed to be the problem, the arm and leg taking longer to recover than their right-side counterparts. 

On one occasion, disturbed by the constant tap-tap of the cane and the abrupt blurting snores of Chester, 
Will was finding it impossible to sleep. The heat and closeness weren't helping although they had all pretty much 
acclimatized to it by now. Eventually Will decided it was useless and got up, scratching as he felt lice on his scalp. 

"Well done, bro," he called quietly over to Cal, who gave a mumbled "Thanks" in response, continuing his 
circuit of the room. 

"I need some water," Will decided aloud, and headed out into the corridor toward the small storeroom 
where the bladders were kept. He heard something and drew to a halt. As he stood in the dim half light, Elliott 
loomed into sight at the far end of the hallway. She was wearing her usual dark jacket and pants and had her rifle 


in her hands, but hadn't yet covered her head with the shemagh. 

"Oh... hello," Will said self-consciously, dressed as he was in just his shorts. He folded his arms 
protectively across his chest, trying to cover up his lack of clothing. 

With an expression of sheer indifference, she looked him coldly up and down. "Trouble sleeping?" she 
inquired. 

"Uh... yeah." 

She did a double take at the wound on his shoulder. 

"Impressive," she said. 

Feeling even more uncomfortable under her scrutiny, he slid his hand over the injury he'd received from the 
Styx attack dog. The heat of the Deeps made it itch like crazy, and Will couldn't stop himself from scratching. 

"Stalker," Will said eventually. 

"Looks like it was hungry," she observed. 

Ata loss for words, Will took his hand away to inspect the red patch of newly healed skin, and nodded 
mutely. 

"Want to come on patrol with me?" she asked, in a non-commital sort of way. 

It was about the last thing on Will's mind at that time of night, but he was intrigued because he had seen so 
very little of her and thrilled that she had offered. Drake spoke of her skills with such respect, telling them she had 
achieved a level of skills of "field craft," as he called it, that Will and Chester would have to work very hard to 
attain. 

"Yeah... great," he gushed. "What gear do I need?" 

"Nothing much — I travel light," she said. "Hurry up, then!" she urged, since Will showed no sign of moving. 

He returned to the room, where Cal hardly seemed to notice him as he continued with his exercises, and got 
dressed in a mad flurry. A minute later, he went back to Elliott in the corridor. She offered him one of the pads 
of cylinders that Drake always carried with him. 

"Are you sure?" Will hesitated, recalling the incident at the Place of Cross Staves. 

"Drake seems to think you'll be sticking around, so you're going to have to learn how to use them sooner or 
later," she said. "And you never know, we just might bump into some Limiters." 

"To tell you the truth, I don't even know what these things are," he admitted, attaching the pad to his belt, 
then looping and knotting the stay around his thigh. 

"They're stove guns. Bit more basic than this," she said, lifting up the long rifle. "And you should try this 
out, too." She handed him something else. 

It was a device consisting of a larger and a smaller tube alongside each other, the two looking as though they 
had been melted together so that the join between them was barely detectable. The whole device was made from 
a rubbed, dull brass, its surface covered in tiny scratches and dents, and it was about a foot and a half long, with 
caps on either end of the larger of the two cylinders. 

"It's a scope, isn't it?" Will said, glancing at her rifle, which had an identical device mounted on top of the 
barrel. The only difference was that his version had two short straps attached to it. 

She nodded. "Put your arm through the loops... makes it easier to carry. OK then, let's go." She turned to 
face the exit and, in the blink ofan eye, had swept into the shadows at the end of the corridor. 

Will went after her, shinnying down the rope to find he was submerged in total darkness as he reached the 
bottom. He listened by could hear nothing. Unclipping his lantern, he turned it up a notch. 

He was startled when the light fell on Elliott — she was several feet away, standing still as a statue. 

"Unless I say so, that's the last time you use an orb on my patrol" She indicated the scope on his arm. 

"Use the scope, but just remember to shield it from bright light, as it'll frazzle the element inside. Also, be gentle 
with it — they're rarer than slugs' teeth," she said. 

He extinguished his lantern and unhooked the device from his forearm. Flicking up the metal caps at either 
end, he held it up to his eye, looking around him. 

"Wicked!" he exclaimed. 

It was amazing. As if illuminated by a pulsing, slightly diffuse amber glow, the scope cut through the pitch- 
blackness. He could see the tiniest detail of the rock wall across from him, and when he pointed it down the 
length of the tunnel he could see way into the distance. There was an eerie glow to the floor and walls, making 
them appear as if they were shiny and wet, even though everything in the immediate area was bone-dry. 

"This is so cool. It's like... like everything's in a weird daylight. Where'd you get these?" 

"The Styx snatched someone from Topsoil who could make them. But he escaped and came down here to 
the Deeps. He brought a whole load of the scopes with him." 

"Oh, right," Will said. "And what powers it? Batteries?" 

'T've no idea what batteries are," she said, pronouncing the word as if it were foreign. "In each scope 
there's a small light orb that's been joined to some other things. That's all I know." 

Will swiveled slowly on his heels, peering through the contraption toward the other end of the lava tunnel. 
As he did so, he caught a glimpse of Elliott's face. 

In the ethereal amber glow, her skin was smooth and radiant, as if bathed in the softest sunlight. She 
appeared beautiful and so very young, her pupils shimmering like twin points of intensely sparkling fire. Even 
more striking was the fact that she was smiling, which he'd never seen her do before. Smiling at him. It filled him 


with a kind of warmth — a sensation that was new and unfamiliar. He involuntarily took a sharp breath, then, 
hoping she hadn't heard, managed to control his breathing again. He continued to move the scope in an arc 
toward the other end of the tunnel, as ifhe was getting used to the device, but his thoughts were a million miles 
away. 
"Right," she said gently, coiling the shemagh around her head. "Follow me, partner." 


* * * * * 


They trekked along the lava tube, pausing briefly in the golden cavern to protect their gear in a small 
waterproof satchel Elliott was carrying before they swam through the sump. Once on the other side, they stopped 
again to get themselves organized. 

"Can I give you a piece of advice?" she asked as he was tying the pad of stove guns back onto his thigh. 

"Sure. What?" he replied, not knowing what was coming next. 

"It's the way you move. When you tread, you're like the others — even Drake. Try to use the ball of your 
foot... stay up on your toes longer, before you lower onto your heel. Watch me through the scope." 

He did as she told him, observing how she took each step, moving like a cat sneaking up on its prey. 
Through the scope, her pants and boots, drenched from the water of the sump, glimmered with a shifting green of 
pale yellow light. 

"It cuts down on the noise and even the tracks you leave, a little." 

Will watched her legs as she demonstrated, marveling at what seemed to be second nature to her. 

"And you'll need to learn about foraging," she said suddenly, noticing something on the rock wall beside her. 
"There's plenty of food around if you know where to look. Like this, a cave oyster." 

She went over to what he thought was merely a piece of rock jutting from the wall. With the blade of her 
knife, she began to pry around it. Then she resheathed the knife and put on a pair of gloves. 

"The edges are sharp," she explained, tucking her fingers into the gap she had made. Bracing herself, she 
pulled with both hands and, with a slow sucking noise, the rock gradually came away from the wall. With a final 
sound like an egg being cracked open, it suddenly came free and she staggered back a couple of paces. 

"There!" she said triumphantly and held it up so he could see. It was roughly the size of half'a football, and 
as she flipped it over, Will recoiled. The underside was leathery and pulpy, with a band of small filaments rippling 
at its circumference. It was an animal of some kind. 

"What the heck is it?" he said. "A giant limpet or something?" 

"I told you — it's a cave oyster. They feed on the cinder algae around water holes. It tastes disgusting raw, 
but it's OK boiled." As she poked her thumb into the middle of the pulpy mass, it heaved and the animal began to 
extend a large, fleshy trunk, like the foot ofa snail but many times bigger. Elliott stooped to carefully prop the 
animal upside down on its shell between two stones. "Should keep it from straying until we get back." 


* * * * * 


Their journey across the Great Plain was uneventful, although they were forced to cross several canals using 
the narrow lock gates as bridges. Will worked hard to keep up with Elliott, who moved at an astonishing speed. 
He practiced treading as she'd shown him, but it wasn't long before his insteps began to ache so badly he had to 
give up. 

She slowed as the cavern wall came into sight. Carefully checking the surrounding area with her rifle scope, 
she led him along the wall and into a low, wide tunnel. She stopped when they'd gone a few hundred feet. 

A wall of smell stayed them. 

There was the most intense reek of rotten meat — sour blasts of it assailed them. Will tried to breathe 
through his mouth, but the horrific stench was so strong in the air, he could almost taste it. 

Then, through his scope, he caught something that made his heart skip a beat. 

"Oh no!" he gasped. 

On one side of the tunnel, there were the bodies of what, from their clothes, had to be renegades. On the 
other side, facing them, were Coprolites, still in their bulbous dust suits. Will knew instinctively that the Styx had 
been responsible, and that the corpses had been decaying for some time. The odor could mean nothing else. 

He counted five renegades and four Coprolites. The bodies in both ranks were on thick wooden stakes. 
The victims' heads sagged forward onto their chests, their feet supported by small timber crossbars nailed to the 
planks approximately two feet off the ground. This gave an eerie effect, as if the dark and silent bodies were 
actually suspended in air. 

"But why did they do this?" Will asked, shaking his head at the terrible loss of life. 

"It's a warning, and a show of their power. They do it because they're Styx," Elliott replied. As she walked 
down the line of renegades, Will stepped over to the Coprolites. 

"I knew this man," Elliott said sadly, standing motionless before one of the bodies. 

Holding his breath, Will made himself look at a dead Coprolite. The mushroom color of the suit showed up 
clearly in the amber of his night scope, but there was a darker texture smeared around the eye holes. The 
luminescent orbs were missing from them. It was evident that the thick rubber of the suit had been slashed to get 


the orbs out. He shivered. It brought home the full horror of what the Styx were capable of. "Butchers," he 
mumbled to himself. 

"Will," Eliott said suddenly, breaking into his thoughts. She wasn't looking at the bodies now, but glancing 
up and down the wide tunnel, as if all her senses were straining. 

"What is it?" Will asked. 

"Hide!" she hissed at him in a strangled whisper. 

That was all. He looked at her, not knowing what she meant. She was standing by the last of the 
renegades' carcasses on the opposite side of the tunnel. She moved so fleetingly that Will could barely keep track 
of her through his scope. She found a depression in the ground, a small pit, and, tucking the rifle into her body, 
rolled deftly into it, facedown. Will couldn't see her anymore. She was completely hidden from sight. 

He looked rapidly around, desperately seeking a similar hole in the tunnel floor. He couldn't see one. 

Where could he go? He had to find a hiding place. But where? He ran this way and that, slipping behind the row 
of Coprolite bodies on his side of the tunnel. No good! The ground was level — it even rose in a slight incline 
toward the wall. 

Hearing a sound, he froze. 

A dog's bark. 

A stalker! 

He couldn’t tell where it was coming from. 

He was totally exposed. 
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The abomination ofa dog, the stalker, made the most horrific snorting noises and low, snarling grunts as it 
pulled on its leash. Its handler was one of four Limiters strolling down the middle of the tunnel. He was struggling 
to keep the beast under control. 

On their heads the Styx soldiers wore dull black skullcaps, and their faces were obscured by large, 
insectlike goggles and leathery breathing masks. A peculiar camouflage of dun- and sand-colored rectangles 
patterned their ankle-length coats, and the equipment on their belts and in their knapsacks rattled slightly with each 
stride. It was clear they weren't on active duty — they weren't expecting anyone else to be in the area. 

They came to a halt between the two lines of dead bodies, the dog handler hissing an unintelligible command 
to his animal. It growled and immediately sat on its haunches, still snorting in short, angry bursts as its head craned 
forward to sample the rancid odor of the rotting corpses. A gush of gluey saliva leaked from its maw, as if it 
found the stench appetizing. 

The Limiters' voices were nasal and reedy, their words clipped and mostly incomprehensible. Then one 
began to cackle, a vicious, strident laugh, and was joined by the others, until they sounded like a herd of distorted 
hyenas. They were evidently gloating over their victims. 

Will dared not to breathe, not just because of the most appalling smell he'd ever encountered, but because 
he was petrified the soldiers might hear him. 

As the Limiters had closed in, he'd been forced to hide in the only place he could think of. 

He was clinging grimly to one of the stakes, directly behind a dead Coprolite. In a blind panic, he'd jumped 
up, pushing his arm into the gap between the Coprolite's body and the rough timber of the stake. And, as he'd 
tried to hold on, his feet had scrabbled ineffectually against the stake until the toe cap of his boot had come across 
the tip ofa large nail. Fortunately for Will, it protruded an inch or so through the back of the wood, and at least it 
gave him some sort of foothold. 

But this alone wasn't enough to keep him aloft — as the Limiters approached, he'd needed to find something 
for his left hand to grip. Desperately feeling around, his fingers came across a gash in the Coprolite's dust suit, just 
by the shoulder blade. He forced his fingers in, into the thick, rubbery material, touching something damp and soft 
inside. It yielded as his fingers pushed against it — it was mushy. 

His fingers were sinking into the rotted flesh of the Coprolite's body. 

Will knew there was not time to find an alternative handhold. Don't think! Don't think about it! tore 
through his mind. 

But the stench from the Coprolite's body seemed to intensify, hitting him with the force ofa kick in the head. 

Oh God! 

If it had been strong before, it was simply unbearable now. His fingers had parted the inch-thick rubber suit 
and opened the gash in it more widely, releasing the foulest of gases from inside. The stench flooded out. Will 
wanted to drop to the ground and run — it was more than he could endure. It was the reek of warm, putrid meat 
from the decomposing man. 

It. Was. Gruesome. 

Will thought he was going to throw up. He felt the vomit forcing its way up into his mouth and rapidly 
swallowed the acrid fluid down again. He couldn't allow himself to be sick or to slip from his hiding place. He 


had to stay put, however bad it was. The memory of the stalker attack back in the Eternal City was painfilly 
fresh in his mind — there was no way he was going to be subjected to that again. 

He had his eyes tightly shut and was desperately trying to focus all his attention of what the Limiters were 
saying. As he listened, he willed them to go on their way again. They began by speaking in the Styx tongue, then 
alternated between it and English. Every so often, he caught the odd smattering of what they were saying. It 
seemed to be coming from different members of the patrol, but he couldn't tell because they all sounded equally 
strange. 

"next operation..." 

"., neutralize..." 

Then, after a lull during which he could only hear the sound of the stalker as it sniffed the dirt and growled: 

"...capture the rebel..." 

".. mother..." 

".,.will assist..." 

As he kept his body rigid, his arms were aching, and he realized that the very worst thing was happening: 
His leg, held in a horribly awkward position, was beginning to shake from the strain of supporting his body. He 
tried to control the trembling, petrified that his boot was going to slide from its perch on the nail. Sweat coursed 
from his temples as he strained to disassociate himself from the sheer discomfort and listen to the Limiters' voices. 

"sweep..." 

"thorough search. .." 

He still didn't dare open his eyes, praying that he was sufficiently hidden behind the rotund body. It would 
only take one of the Styx to notice his arm or leg, and the jig would be up. He thought briefly of Elliott lying in the 
small ditch on the other side from him. 

Then it happened. His leg seized up with pulses of agonizing pain. The cramps rippled through his calf and 
thigh as if someone with an iron grip were mercilessly crushing each of his muscles, all at the same time. He 
yearned to pull himself up ever so slightly by his arms, but he didn't dare. 

His leg spasmed again, as if it had a mind of its own. He fought against its involuntary movements. His 
whole concentration was upon it, so much so that, for a few seconds, he forgot everything — the stench and the 
terse babble of the Limiters and the stalker so close by. But the pain and the shaking were growing worse. He 
had to do something. 

Oh Sweet Mercy! He tensed his arms and heaved himself up just a fraction. The weight on his leg was 
reduced and the relief was instant, but the stake shifted slightly. He realized that the Limiters had stopped talking. 

Please, please, please! He prayed. 

The Limiters began to speak again. 

"Topsoiler," one was saying. "We will find him..." 

Immediately there came another sentence, but only a single word registered with Will. It was said with a 
different intonation, as if the Styx was showing great respect. 

"Rebecca..." 

Rebecca? No, no, it couldn't be! His mind somersaulted. But it had to be his sister — the witch he'd 
thought was his sister — they were referring to. Why else would they have happened to use that particular 
name? It was just too much ofa coincidence. 

The Limiters fell silent. He detected the dog's snorts, clearly, as if it had moved closer, then heard the sound 
of boots scuffing in the dust. He half opened one eye and saw lights shifting over the walls and roof: Were the 
Styx closing around him, encircling him? Had he been caught? 

No. 

They were moving on. 

Their footfalls resumed a single rhythm. They were leaving. 

But he had to hold on and wait. Thankful that the Limiters were moving quickly, he clenched his teeth. He 
didn't think he could tolerate the smell for much longer. 

The something tugged at his ankle. 

"All clear," Elliott hissed in a whisper. "Get down." 

Will immediately pitched backward from the stake, falling onto the ground and crab-walking away from the 
Coprolite as fast as he could. 

"For goodness’ sake, be quiet! What is it?" she asked. 

He flexed his fingers, the ones that had been inside the Coprolite's dust suit. There was a sticky wetness to 
them. Juices from the decaying cadaver. He shivered, shocked to the core. Not looking at his hand, he lifted it 
gingerly to his face, and caught the rancid stench of old death. Instantly he whipped his hand away, stretching it as 
far as he possibly could. He felt his gorge rising and took some rapid breaths. He rubbed his hand in the dirt, 
scouring it again and again with fistfuls of loose sand. 

"Gross!" he exclaimed, and sniffed at his hand once more. He recoiled, but not so violently this time, the 
stench having lessened. "How can anyone live like this?" he mumbled through tight lips. 

"Get used to it," Eliott replied in a flat voice. "This is what Drake and I do every day." She raised her rifle 
to scan down the tunnel, adding in a cold voice, "To survive." 

She led him, not back out onto the plain, but deeper into the tunnel. He felt in no condition to go on with the 


excursion, and was stumbling and exhausted. His skin still crawled at the thought of the dead body he'd touched. 
He was suddenly angry for himself; and for the men on the stakes, and angry that Rebecca seemed to be 
somehow linked to what was going on. Would he ever be free of her? 

"Hurry it up!" Elliott whispered sharply as he dragged his feet. 

He stopped on the spot, spluttering "I... I..." It may have been an aftereffect of his terror, but he was filled 
by a sudden fury that needed release. It found a target in the diminutive girl before him. 

He wrenched up his scope and tried to focus on her face, his hands shaking. "Why'd you let us get into that 
back there? You nearly got us caught!" he fumed at her amber outline. "We should never have gotten cornered 
like that... not with all those Styx so close. We could have both been killed by that stalker. I thought you were 
good." He became so choked with rage that he could hardly speak anymore. "I thought you knew what you're 
doing. You..." 

She stood quite still, unperturbed by his outburst. "I do know what I'm doing. That was unforeseen. If I'd 
been with Drake, we'd have dealt with the Styx and stashed their bodies under a rockfall." 

"But Drake's not here!" he snapped back at her. "I am!" 

"We take risks every day," she said. "If you don't, you might as well crawl away somewhere and die," she 
added coolly and began to walk off, but then paused, swinging her head around to face him. "And if you ever talk 
to me like that again, I'll ditch you. Despite what Drake thinks, we don't need you that badly, but you bet your life 
you need us. Got that?" 

Will's anger rapidly deserted him and he was left floundering, already regretting his words. Elhiott didn't 
move, waiting for his response. 

"Um... yes... sorry," Will mumbled. He felt deflated, struck by the realization of just how totally dependent 
he and the other boys were on Drake and Elliott. It was painfully obvious they wouldn't have lasted very long in 
this wild and lawless land if someone hadn't come to their rescue. He, Chester, and particularly Cal were living on 
the hard-won skills of others and should have been grateful for that. 

Elliott turned and Will got in line behind her as they continued down the tunnel. 

"Sorry," he said again into the darkness, but the girl didn't acknowledge him. 


* * * * * 


An hour later, after taking a confusing warren of interlinking galleries, Elliott stopped and seemed to be 
searching for something by the base of the wall. There was rubble strewn over the ground, interspersed with large 
shieldlike plates of rock that she used as stepping stones. Then she stopped. 

"Help me with this," she said tartly and began to lift one of the slabs. Will took the other side and together, 
straining with its weight, they pulled it aside to reveal a small hole in the floor. 

"Stay right behind me — there's caves of Red Hots nearby," she advised him. 

Recalling that Tam had once mentioned that Red Hots were dangerous, Will didn't think it was an 
appropriate moment to ask her what they were. In any case, Elliott immediately got down and began to crawl 
into the hole, and Will followed obediently, wondering where it would take them. Although he couldn't see a 
thing, he used his hands to feel around and found the tunnel to be roughly oval in shape, and nearly three feet from 
side to side. He followed the sound of Elliott in front of him, but in places the accumulated gravel and stone chips 
on the floor made it difficult for him to get through and he had to worm himself along, kicking the shale behind him 
as he went. 

The passage climbed steeply, and Elliott's movements ahead brought down slews of gravel over him. Not 
daring to complain, he stopped several times to brush the dust and grit from his face. 

Then there was no sound from Elliott. Will was at the point of calling out to her when he heard the 
reverberations of her movements in a larger space. He climbed up a final, almost vertical section of the passage 
and, using his scope, saw they were in a gallery some ten by fifty yards. Elliott was already lying next to a fissure 
in the floor. He brushed himself down and then began to cough from all the dust he'd inhaled. 

"Shut up," she growled. 

He managed to muffle his coughing with his sleeve, and then joined her, lying by her side. 

Together they peered down into the jagged fissure. They were looking from a dizzying height into a huge 
cathedral-like chamber. Far below, he could see the blur of many points of light. He pulled back slightly from the 
fissure, and, by angling his head, he could get a better view of the area below, where there were the oddest- 
looking machines. Will counted ten in all, parked ina row. 

They were like stubby cylinders, each having a single serrated wheel-like contraption at one end. They 
called to mind photos he'd seen of the equipment used in the construction of the London Underground. Will 
assumed these, too, were some form of digging equipment. Then he spotted several groupings of stationary 
Coprolites and a handful of Styx watching them from a distance. Will looked at the rifle by Elliott's side and 
wondered if she was going to use it. At this range, it wouldn't have been difficult for her to snipe at the Styx. 

After several minutes, there was a sudden burst of activity. Some of the Coprolites began to move slowly 
along as the Styx strolled threateningly behind them, their long rifles in their arms. The bulbous men looked tiny in 
comparison to the strange machines as they climbed into them. One of the machines fired up, its engine turning 
over with a roar and a black cloud issuing from its rear. Then it began to trundle forward, still under the scrutiny 


of the Styx, and edged out in front of the others. 

Will kept watching as it picked up speed. He was able to see the hatches at the rear and the array of 
exhaust pipes around it, from which steam and smoke were pouring. He also saw the broad rollers on which it 
was being conveyed forward and could hear rocks cracking under them. The machine steered toward a tunnel 
that led off the main chamber and disappeared from view down it. He guessed the Coprolites were going off to 
do some mining, but he had no idea why so many Styx were monitoring them. 

Elliott muttered something as she pulled away from the fissure, and he heard her go to a corner of the 
gallery. Using his scope, he watched as she reached behind a boulder to draw out several dark packages. He 
went over to her. 

"What's that?" he said before he could stop himself. 

She didn't answer him for several moments, then said, "Food," as she stowed the packages in her satchel. 

She didn't seem to be about to volunteer anything further, but Will's curiosity was piqued. 

"Who... where's it from?" he ventured. 

Elliott pulled out a smaller, tightly bound package from her rucksack and tucked it behind the boulder. "If 
you really need to know, it was put here by the Coprolites — we trade with them." She pointed at the boulder. 
"T've just left them some of the orbs you filched from the Miners’ Train." 

"Oh," Will said, not about to complain. 

"They're totally reliant on the orbs. The food's not that important to us, but we try to help them whenever 
we can." She looked rather scathingly at Wil. "After what's been happening around here, they could do with all 
the help they can get." 

Will nodded, but he found it difficult to believe he was responsible for what the Styx were doing to the 
Coprolites and shrugged off the barbed comment. He was beginning to think that he was being blamed for 
everything that went wrong. 

Elliott twisted away from him. 

"We're going back," she said, and together they moved off in the direction they had come from, toward the 
oval runnel again. 

The journey home went without incident. They stopped while Elliott gathered up the cave oyster — it was 
still where she had propped it. Its single stumpy leg had evidently been working overtime, whipping around as it 
had tried to right itself, producing a disgusting white lather that overflowed from the shell in large gobs. But this 
didn't put off Elliott. She wound a piece of cloth around the bulky shell and stowed it in her satchel. While she 
was doing this, Will watched her face through his scope. It was grim and unsmiling. Very different from how it 
had appeared only hours before. 

He regretted his outburst. He knew he shouldn't have said what he had to her. He'd made a stupid, 
arrogant error and wondered how he could patch things up. He chewed the inside of his mouth with frustration, 
trying to think of something to say. Then, without a word or even a glance at him, Elliott waded into the water of 
the sump and was gone. He regarded the lapping water, the film of dust swirling in antagonistic circles from her 
passage through it, and felt as ifhe might cry. But instead he took a deep breath and followed after her, actually 
grateful to be totally immersed in the dark, warm water. It was as if it might clear his mind of his troubles. 

As he scrambled out of the water, wiping it from his face, he felt somehow refreshed. The moment his eyes 
fell on Elliott as she waited for him in the golden chamber, the frustration and confusion returned. 

He just didn't understand girls — they were completely unfathomable as far as he was concerned. They 
seemed to say only some of what they were thinking, then they'd clam up, hiding behind a sultry silence and not 
saying the part that really mattered. In the past, when he'd put his foot in his mouth with girls at school, he'd tried 
to fix it by apologizing for whatever he'd done to offend, but by then it always seemed like they didn't want to hear 
t. 

He glanced at Elliott's back and sighed. Oh well, he'd made a pig's ear out of it all, again. What a bloody 
idiot he'd been. He tried to console himself with the thought that he didn't have to stay with her, or Drake, 
forever. His single purpose in life remained to find his father. All this was only temporary. 

Their water-soaked boots squelched loudly in an otherwise stony silence. They arrived back at the entrance 
to the base and climbed the rope. There was a stillness in the rooms, and Will assumed Cal had tired of his 
exercise and gone to sleep. 

In the corridor, Elliott thrust her open hand toward him, her eyes averted. He cleared his throat uneasily, not 
knowing what she wanted, and then suddenly realized she was asking for the return of her scope. He pulled his 
arm from the loops. She grabbed it from him, but then thrust her hand out again. After an uncomfortable 
moment, he remembered the pad of stove guns tied to his thigh, and fumbled at the knot to undo it. She snatched 
this from him, too, then flicked her head around and was gone. He stood there, dripping water into the dust and 
struggling with a disorder of isolation and regret. 


* * * * * 
In the weeks that followed, not once did Will again accompany Elliott. What made it worse was that she 


seemed to be inviting Chester to go with increasing frequency on her "routine" reconnaissance patrols. While Will 
and Chester never spoke of this, Will would catch glimpses of his friend chatting with Elliott out in the corridor, the 


two of them whispering together, and felt a sickening pang that he was being left out. Much as he tried to 
suppress it, he also felt a mounting resentment of his friend. He said to himself that Elliott should be teaching him, 
not bumbling old Chester. But there was nothing he could do about it. 

Will found he had time on his hands. He no longer needed to tend to his brother, who had progressed from 
the constant laps of their room and the corridor to the tunnel just outside the base. Here he marched up and 
down, albeit still with the aid of the walking stick. So, to fill the hours, Will either tried to update his journal or just 
lay on his bed, mulling over their situation. 

He realized, possibly a little late, that even in this roughest and most hostile of environments, where you had 
to do whatever was necessary, however rank and disgusting it might be, consideration for your friends was still 
paramount. This consideration, this code of behavior, was the glue that held the team together. You did not 
doubt Drake's or Elliott's judgment. You did not question their orders. You did exactly as they told you, because 
it was for your own good, and theirs. 

But Will had to admit that Chester was better suited than he was to following orders. And very early on 
Chester seemed to have formed an unquestioning and unwavering loyalty toward Drake, which he'd widened to 
include Elliott. 

Cal, too, was now not that dissimilar to Chester in his allegiance to the two renegades. Cal had changed. 
Perhaps his brush with death had altered him, or he was understandably afraid of being abandoned. There was 
still the occasional outburst of the old bravado, but, on the whole, his brother was quieter, even stoic about their 
current situation. Will used this very word to describe Cal's changed temperament when writing in his journal — 
he'd learned it from his father and had thought at first that it implied weakness, a readiness to accept anything, no 
matter how bad. But now Will was beginning to realize he had been mistaken. A person facing a life-or-death 
situation needed a certain detachment to be able to think straight and not be panicked into the wrong choices. 


* * * * * 


Over the course of the ensuing weeks, they had regular instruction from Drake on such topics as finding and 
preparing food. This had begun with the cave oyster, which, once cooked, tasted somewhat similar to extremely 
rubbery squid. 

Drake would also take them on short patrols and teach them field craft. On one occasion, he woke them at 
what felt like an early hour, although time did not really have any meaning in the everlasting darkness. He told all 
three boys to get ready and took them down the tunnel below the base, in the opposite direction from the Great 
Plain. They knew that it wasn't going to be a very long outing because he'd instructed them each to bring only a 
canteen of water and some light rations, while he carried a full rucksack. 

As they went through a series of passages, the boys chatted among themselves to pass the time. 

"Stupid moronic things," Cal had piped up as Will and Chester were discussing the Coprolites. Drake 
happened to overhear the remark. 

"Why do you think that?" he asked quietly. Will and Chester fell silent. 

"Well," Cal replied, apparently recovering some of his old cockiness, "they're nothing more than dumb 
animals... grubbing around in the rocks just like worthless slugs." 

"So you really think we're better than they are?" Drake pressed him. 

"Course we are." 

Shaking his head as he continued to lead them down the tunnel, Drake wasn't going to let Cal's comment 
pass. "They harvest their food without fully depleting it and having to continually move on. And whenever they 
mine, they even refill the shafts. They put it all back, because they have respect for the earth." 

"But they're... they're only..." Cal dried up. 

"No, Cal, we're the ones who are stupid. We are the dumb animals. We use up everything... we 
consume and consume until all the resources are gone... and then — surprise, surprise — we have to pick up and 
start somewhere new, all over again. They are the clever ones, in harmony with their environment. You and 
me... our kind are the misfits, the wreckers. Wouldn't you call that moronic?" 

Now in silence, they traveled about a mile, until Will increased his step, leaving Chester and Cal behind as 
he caught up with Drake. 

"Something on your mind?" Drake inquired before Will was even alongside him. 

"Uh, yes," Will faltered, wondering if he should have stayed back with the others. 

"Go on." 

"Well, you said you were a Topsoiler—" 

"And you want to know more?" Drake interrupted. "You're curious." 

"Yes," Will mumbled. 

"Will, it really doesn't matter what I was back in the world. It doesn’t matter what any of us were. It's here 
and now that counts." 

Drake didn't speak for several paces. 

"You don't know the half of it," he began, then seemed to stop himself} falling silent for several more paces. 
"Look, Will, the chance are that I could evade the Styx to return Topsoil, where I'd be forced to live a life much 
like your mother's, always checking over my shoulder as I passed the shadows. But, not meaning any disrespect 


to Sarah, I believe living here in the Deeps is more honest. Do you get what I'm saying?" 

"No, not really," Will admitted. 

"Well, you've seen for yourself it's no walk in the park down here. It's hard: a hand-to-mouth, dangerous 
existence," Drake said, then grimaced. Ifthe White Necks don't get you, then there's a million other things that 
could snuff you out at the drop ofa hat... infections, rockfalls, other renegades, and so on. But, I can tell you, 
Will, I've never felt more alive than my years here. Truly alive. So you can keep your safe, plastic Topsoil life — 
it's not for me." 

Drake broke off as they came to an intersection with another tunnel. He told them to wait while he 
proceeded to unpack various pieces of equipment. He did this efficiently, not looking at the boys. Cal held back 
behind the other two, anxious that he'd annoyed the man, but Will watched with increasing excitement as he saw 
Drake had brought a selection of the stove guns he and Elliott took with them everywhere. 

"Right," Drake said after he'd arranged the cylinders in two groups, each in order of decreasing size, on the 
sandy bed before them. The boys looked at him expectantly. 

"The time's come for you to learn how to use these." He stood to the side so they could see the array of 
cylinders in the first group, the biggest a stubby tube with a circumference slightly larger than a section of drainpipe 
and eight inches in length. "All these... with the red bands around them... are charges. The more bands, the 
longer the fuse. Ifyou remember, you saw Elliott set a couple of these with trip wires." 

Will opened his mouth to speak but Drake held up a hand to silence him. 

"Before you ask, I'm not going to demonstrate any of the charges here." Drake turned to the other group of 
items. "But these, as you know," he said, sweeping his hand over a range of smaller tubes, "are called stove guns. 
This," he said, pointing at the largest one, "is the heavy artillery... a stove mortar. You can see that, unlike the 
other guns, it doesn't have a trigger mechanism at the base." 

He hoisted up the stove mortar and swung it in front of them. 

"Simple but very effective for taking out a large number of your enemies, by which I mean the Styx. The 
casing" — he tapped it with a knuckle and in rang dully — "is made of iron and is capped at both ends." He 
patted it as if it were an elongated bongo. "This particular version is fired by striking the end." He took a deep 
breath. "The load can be whatever you want; rock salt, slate pencils, or pig iron are all very effective if you need 
to wipe out a large number of targets. A crowd-pleaser," he said with a wry grin. "Try it for weight, and, 
whatever you do, don’t drop it!" 

In respectful silence, the boys passed it from one to another, holding it carefully as they inspected the heavier 
end where the detonator was housed. Cal handed it back to Drake, who laid it down on the sand again. 

Then Drake indicated the other cylinders with a wave of his hand. "These are more portable and fired like 
real guns. They all have mechanical fuses not unlike the cocking arm on a flintlock." He seemed undecided which 
of the guns to select, and then chose one in the middle of the array. It was almost identical in size to some of the 
firecrackers Will had set off in the Eternal City, about six inches or so long and an inch in diameter. Its casing 
shone dully under their combined lanterns. 

Drake turned sideways to demonstrate the correct stance. 

"Like all these weapons, they are single-shot. And watch the recoil — hold it too close to your eye and 
you'll regret it. As with the others, they're triggered by a spring lever at the rear. They're fired by pulling the 
cord." He cleared his throat and regarded them. "So... who wants to have a go?" 

The boys nodded eagerly. 

"Right, I'll fire one first to show you how it's done." He went forward and searched the ground until he 
found a stone with the approximate dimensions of a matchbox. Then he walked another twenty paces to an 
outcrop in the middle of the intersection, on which he balanced the rock. Returning, he took a stove gun, not from 
the display on the sand but from the pad on his hip. The boys gathered by his side, jostling for a view. "Stand a 
little farther away, will you? Once ina blue moon they backfire." 

"What's that mean?" Will asked. 

"They blow up in your face." 

The warning wasn't lost on the boys, particularly Chester, who edged well away — so much so that he was 
almost standing with his back agaist the tunnel wall. Will and Cal were less cautious, positioning themselves a 
few feet behind Drake, Cal leaning with both hands on his walking stick and giving the demonstration his full 
attention. He looked for all the world like an observer at a golf tournament. 

Drake took his time to aim, then fired. To a boy, they flinched as the crack resounded. Thirty feet away, 
they saw the impact on the rock outcrop and a spray of fragments and dust. The target stone quaked slightly but 
remained in place. 

"Close enough," Drake said. "These aren't accurate like Elliott's rifle. They're mainly intended for close- 
quarter use." He turned to Cal. "Now you," he said. 

Cal was slightly hesitant, and Drake had to position him correctly, nudging his front foot forward and pulling 
his shoulders around so that his stance was correct. Cal was disadvantaged by the fact that his left leg was still a 
little weak, and the strain of holding the position showed on his face. 

"OK," Drake said. 

Cal pushed the cord at the rear of the tube. Nothing happened. 

"Pull it harder — the cocking arm needs to be snapped back," Drake told him. 


Cal tried again, but in the process moved the tube way off target. The slug hit the chamber wall some 
distance away and they heard a zinging as it ricocheted down the tunnel beyond. 

"Don't worry, it's your first try. You've never shot a gun before, have you?" 

"No," Cal admitted glumly. 

"We'll have more opportunities to practice when we get to the deeper levels. Nothing like a spot of big 
game hunting with the wildlife down there," Drake said enigmatically. Will's ears perked up, wondering what sort 
of ammals these might be, but then Drake told him it was his turn. 

The gun went off the first time Will yanked the cord, and they saw the spray of dust just in front of the target 
this time. 

"Not bad," Drake congratulated. "You've shot before." 

"T've got an air pistol," Will said, remembering his illicit sessions with his old 
Gat gun on Highfield Common. 

"With some practice, you'll get better at judging the distance. Now you, Chester." 

Chester stepped forward a little hesitantly and took the stove gun from Drake. He hunched his shoulders 
over, looking very awkward as he tried to aim the device. 

"Rest it on the heel of your hand. No, move your hand underneath more. And, for heaven's sake, just relax, 
boy." Drake took his shoulders and instead of pulling them around as he'd done with Cal, tried to push down on 
them. "Relax," he said again, "and take your time." 

Chester still looked incredibly awkward, his shoulders creeping up again. It seemed forever before he finally 
tripped the trigger. 

None of them could believe their eyes. 

There was no shower of chips this time or whir ofa ricochet. With a crack, the bullet hit the target stone 
dead on, and it whipped down the tunnel beyond in a blur. 

"Atta boy!" Drake said, patting the flabbergasted boy on the back. "Bull's-eye" 

"Give that kid a coconut!" Will laughed. 

Chester was speechless, blinking at the space where the rock had been. Will and Cal congratulated him 
profusely, but he clearly didn't know what to say, totally confounded by his success. 

They knew the training session was over when, with some urgency, Drake immediately bundled up the 
charges and the stove guns in the roll of material and shoved them back into his rucksack. However, he left one, 
a medium-sized cylinder, in the sand. Will was looking at it, wondering if he should bring it to Drake's attention, 
when a stone flew before them and hit the ground, clattering along until it came to rest in the shale by Drake's feet. 

It was the very stone that Chester had hit with such accuracy. 

A raspy and lisping voice seeped unpleasantly from the shadows, as if a bad smell had been released. 

"Always one fer a bit of showmanship, wasn't yer, Drakey?" 

Will immediately looked up at Drake, who was alertly watching the darkness, the stove gun at the ready in 
his hands. His wasn't a perceptibly threatening or defensive stance, but Will saw the deadly intent in Drake's face 
just before he flipped the lens down over his right eye. 

"What are you doing here? You remember the Rule, don't you, Cox? Renegades keep their distance or 
suffer the consequences," Drake rumbled. 

"Yer didn't keep the Rule when yer gimleted poor old Lloyd, did yer? And took 'is girl." 

An amorphous figure emerged from farther down the tunnel, a misshapen and hunched bundle illuminated by 
the boys' lanterns. 

"Ahh, I heard yer 'ad some new lovelies. Some ripe meat." 

The shape coughed and continued to move forward, as if it were floating just above the ground. Will saw it 
was a man, wearing what looked to be a brown and extremely filthy shawl over his head and shoulders, like he 
was a peasant woman. He was painfully bent over, giving the impression he was seriously deformed. Stopping 
before Drake and the boys, he raised his head. It was a grisly sight. He had a huge growth on one side of his 
forehead, like a small melon, and the dirt was rubbed away on it, so they could see grayish skin shot through with 
a network of raised blue veins. There was another of these growths, slightly smaller in size, on his mouth, so that 
his lips, black and cracked, were drawn into a permanent O. A constant drool of slick, milky saliva ran from his 
lower lip and down his chin, where it hung like a liquid goatee. 

But his eyes were the worst things to behold: perfectly white, like freshly shelled boiled eggs, with no sign of 
a pupil or an iris whatsoever. They were the only solid, cohesive area of color on him, and all the more shocking 
for it. 

A gnarled-looking hand, like a sun-dried root, poked out of the shawl and described a circle as he spoke. 

"Got anything for yer old mucker?" Cox lisped loudly, with a spray of spittle. "Anything fer the poor old 
man who taught ya all yer know? How's about one of these choice youngsters?" 

"I owe you nothing. Just leave," Drake answered stonily. "Before J—" 

"Is them the boys the Blackheads is looking fer? Where are yer keepin’ them 'idden away, Drakey?" Like a 
cobra about to strike, his head jutted forward, the white unseeing eyes sliding over Will and Cal, with Chester 
lurking terrified behind them. Will saw the thick crosses of darkened scars, one over each eye, and the matrix of 
many more gray gashes across the coa-black skin of his cheeks. 

"Their young scent is so" — the man quickly wiped his nose with a swipe from the gnarled hand — "nice 


and clean." 

"You spend too much time in these parts... you look like you're on your last legs, Cox. Perhaps you'd like 
me to help you along?" Drake said dryly as he held up the stove gun. The man's head swiveled toward him. 

"No need fer that, Drakey, not toward yer old friend." 

Then the shape bowed with great ceremony and instantly vanished from the area of light. Chester and Cal 
were still staring at the place where he'd been, but Will was looking at Drake. He couldn't help but notice that 
Drake's hands were gripping the stove gun so tightly that his knuckles were white. 

Drake turned to the waiting boys. 

"That charmer was Tom Cox. I'd rather have the company of the Styx any time than that twisted 
abomination of a man. He's as sick on the inside as he looks on the outside." Drake drew breath tremulously. 
"You could've so easily ended up in his clutches, If Elliott and I hadn't reached you first." His eyes fell to the stove 
gun in his hand, and, as if he was surprised to find it still poised for use, he lowered it. "Cox and his kind are the 
reason we don’t spend much time on the plain. And you can see what the radiation will do to you, eventually." 

He slotted the stove gun back into the pad on his thigh. "We should be on our way." He swung his head to 
where Tom Cox had been, his gaze lingering on the spot, seeing shadows that the three boys couldn't begin to 
imagine. Then he led them away, all the time checking to make sure the old man wasn't following behind. 


* * * * * 


On another occasion, Will had spent a night of unbroken sleep, punctuated by a series of the deepest 
dreams. He was just drifting off again when he was roused by Elliott's voice from the corridor. It was so faint 
and unreal, he wasn't sure if he'd really heard it or had been dreaming again. As he sat up, Chester trudged into 
the room. He was sopping wet, suggesting he had just swum through the sump. 

"All right, Will?" he asked. 

"Yes, I think so," Will replied groggily. "Been on patrol?" 

"Yeah... just doing the rounds. All quiet out there. Nothing happening," Chester said cheerfully as he took 
offhis boots. He spoke with a casual, soldierly acquiescence, as ifhe was doing only what he was duty-bound to 
do, and doing it with a forced heartiness. 

It suddenly struck Will how much their friendship had changed over the past two months, as if Cal's brush 
with death in the sugar trap and the introduction of Drake and Elliott, especially Elliott, had somehow redrawn the 
geometry of their relationships. As he lay back in his narrow bed with his arms crossed behind his head, the 
recollection of how his and Chester's friendship once had been flashed through his mind. In his sleep-numbed 
state, Will was able to take up its warmth gratefully and pretend that nothing had changed. He listened as Chester 
took off his wet clothes, and felt like he could say whatever he wanted to him. 

"It's funny," Will spoke softly, so as not to wake his brother. 

"What is?" Chester asked, folding his pants as ifhe were getting his school uniform ready for the next day. 

"I had a dream." 

"Right," Chester said distractedly, hooking his drenched socks over a couple of nails in the wall so they 
would dry. 

"It was really weird. I was somewhere warm and sunny," Will spoke slowly, trying hard to remember, since 
the dream was already growing distant. "Nothing mattered, nothing was important. There was a girl there, too. I 
don't know who she was, but it felt like she was a friend." Will felt silent for a while. "She was really nice... and 
even when I closed my eyes, her face was still there, smiling and relaxed and sort of... sort of perfect." 

"We lay on the grass — like we'd just had a picnic in this meadow, or whatever the place was. I think 
maybe we were both a bit sleepy. But I knew we were ina place where we were meant to be, where we both 
belonged. Although we weren't moving, it was like we were floating on a bed of soft grass, a sort of peaceful 
greenness around us, under the clearest blue sky you can imagine. We were happy, very happy." He sighed. "It 
was so different from the damp and the heat and always being surrounded by rock like we are now. In the 
dream, everything was gentle... and the meadow was just so very real... I could even smell the grass. It was..." 

He trailed off basking in what remained of the receding images and sensations. Realizing he had been 
talking for quite some time and hadn't heard any activity from Chester's corner of the room, he swung his head 
around to check. 

"Chester?" he called quietly. 

His friend was already tucked up in his bed, facing the wall. He gave a heavy snort and rolled onto his 
back. He was fast asleep. 

Will blew out a long, resigned breath and closed his eyes, longing to return to his dream but knowing how 
very unlikely that was. 


27 


There was the most incredible bang as the Miners! Train lurched and skewed from side to side, so 
dramatically that Sarah was convinced it was going to leave the tracks altogether. Gripping the bench tightly, she 
shot an anxious glance across at Rebecca, who seemed completely unperturbed. Indeed, the young girl appeared 
to be in an almost trancelike state, her face perfectly tranquil and her eyes fully open, but not looking at anything in 
particular. 

The train settle back into its previous hypnotic rhythm. Sarah breathed more easily as she peered around 
the interior of the guard's car. Once again she allowed her eyes to drift over to the Limiters, but quickly looked 
away, not wanting them to notice her interest. 

She had to keep pinching herself to make sure all this was real: Not only was she practically shoulder to 
shoulder with a four-man Styx patrol, but these were actual Limiters, members of the "Hobb's Squad," as they 
were referred to in some circles. 

When she'd been little, her father had told her terrifying tales about these soldiers: how they liked to eat 
Colonists alive; how, if she didn't do as he said and go straight to sleep, these cannibals would come calling in the 
dead of night. According to her father, they lurked under naughty childrens' beds and if any were to put a foot 
outside, the Limiters would bite a chunk out of their ankles. He said they were particularly fond of tender young 
flesh. All that had been quite enough to stop her from falling asleep. 

It wasn't until she was several years older that she learned from Tam that these mysterious men really did 
exist. Of course everyone in the Colony knew about the Division — the teams that patrolled the borders of the 
Quarter and the Eternal City, the regions closer to the surface — any place, truth be told, that Colonists might use 
as an escape route Topsoil. 

But Limiters were a different kettle of fish, and rarely, if ever, glimpsed in the streets. As a result, the 
Colony was steeped in myth about them and their prowess. Some of the more far-fetched folklore, Tam had told 
her, was actually true: He had it on very good authority that they'd actually devoured a Banished Colonist down 
in the extremes of the Northern Deeps when their food supplies had run out. Tam had also told her "Hobb" was 
an Old English name for the devil, and a very apt one for these demonic soldiers. 

Despite these and many other blatantly outrageous anecdotes that were swapped in whispers behind closed 
doors, very little was actually known about the Limiters, except for speculation that they were involved in covert 
Topsoil operations. As for the Deeps, it was said they were trained to survive there for extended periods without 
support. And now, as she dared to study the Limiters again, she had to agree that they were a most fearsome- 
looking bunch, with the coldest eyes she'd ever seen, the gray, clouded eyes of dead fish. 

There was ample room in the large but rather basic carriage, built on the same chassis as the freight cars, a 
long line of which preceded it in the train. Its sides and roof were fabricated from timber planking, which had 
been exposed to intense heat and downpours of water along the route with such regularity that it had become 
badly warped. Wide cracks had opened up between the planks, letting in the smoke and rushing wind as the train 
rocketed along, and making Sarah's journey not much more tolerable than the one Will and the boys had 
experienced in their open car. 

Crude wooden benches ran down the interior of the carriage on both sides, and two small, knee-high tables 
were bolted to the floor at either end, the rearmost of which was occupied by the four Limiters. 

The soldiers were clad in their distinctive fatigues, the dun-brown long coats and loose-fittng pants with 
thick kneepads so very different from the clothes generally worn by the Styx. Sarah had also been issued a set 
and was now wearing them, although it made her feel distinctly uncomfortable. She imagined what Tam would 
have said about it ifhe'd seen her in the uniform of their archenemies. Feeling the lapel of her long coat, she 
conjured up the look of mortification on her brother's face. She could almost hear his voice. 

Oh, Sarah, how did you get yourself into this? What do you think you're doing? 

Not being able to dispel the feeling of unease, she found it hard to keep still, and each time she altered her 
position on the unforgiving wooden bench, the fatigues made not the slightest sound. It debunked the claim she'd 
heard that they were made from Coprolite skin; they appeared instead to be cut from exceptionally supple leather, 
the finest calfskin, perhaps. She assumed this was so that the Limiters could move with greater stealth, free from 
the trademark creaking of the jet-black counterparts they sported in the Colony. 

The Limiters seemed to take turns resting, two sleeping with their feet on the table while the other two 
remained awake and inhumanly still, sitting bolt upright with their eyes staring straight ahead. There was a sort of 
fierce alertness about all of them, even the ones who were napping, as if they were ready to go into action in the 
blink of an eye. 

Sarah and Rebecca didn't attempt conversation because of the constant noise — louder than usual, Rebecca 
had informed her, because the train was moving at twice its normal speed. 

Instead Sarah examined what looked like a rather old and battered brown school satchel on the table in 
front of Rebecca. A wad of Topsoil newspapers poked out from it, and Sarah could make out the melodramatic 
headline of the uppermost one, which read ULTRA BUG STRIKES in bold letters. Sarah had been out of 
touch with events on the surface for some weeks and had no inkling what it meant. Just the same, she spent many 
hours during the journey pondering how it could possibly be of interest to Rebecca and the Styx. She itched to 
take out the newspapers and read more. 

But for the duration of their journey Rebecca had not once closed her eyes or nodded off. Lounging back 


against the side of the carriage, her arms neatly crossed on her lap, it was as if she was in a deep meditative state. 
Sarah found it more than a little disconcerting. 

The only exchange with the Styx girl came later on, when the train eventually slowed to a crawl, then 
stopped altogether. 

Snapping out of her strange state of suspension, Rebecca suddenly leaned forward and spoke to Sarah. 

"Storm gates," she said simply, then slipped the newspapers out of her satchel and began to flick through 
them. 

Sarah nodded but didn't reply, since at that very moment there was a low clanking from somewhere up 
ahead. The Limiters stirred, one of them passing around mess tins filled with strips of dried jerky and battered 
white-enameled mugs of water. Sarah took hers, thanking the man, and they ate in silence as the train started up 
again. It had hardly gone any distance when it came to another shuddering halt, and the gates were slammed shut. 

Rebecca was studying her newspaper intently. 

"What's all that about?" Sarah inquired, squinting at the headline, which read PANDEMIC — IT'S 
OFFICIAL. "Are these recent papers?" 

"Yes. I got them this morning when I was Topsoil." Rebecca flicked her eyes heavenward, closing her 
newspaper. "Silly me! I keep forgetting you know your way around London. I bought them a stone's throw 
from St. Edmund's — you're probably familiar with it?" 

"The hospital... in Hampstead," Sarah confirmed. 

"One and the same," Rebecca said. "And, boy oh boy, you should have seen the free-for-all outside the 
emergency room. It's a complete shambles up there — queues a mile long." She shook her head theatrically, 
then stopped and grinned like a cat that had just devoured a vat of the finest cream. 

"Really?" Sarah said. 

Rebecca gave a small chuckle. "Whole city's come to a standstill." 

Sarah looked askance at her as she shook the newspaper open and went back to reading it again. 

But that couldn't be right! 

Rebecca had been at the Garrison throughout the morning, preparing for the train journey. Sarah had 
glimpsed her around the place and heard her voice echoing down the corridors on several occasions — the girl 
couldn't have been out of the building for more than an hour in any one stretch. That wouldn't have given her 
enough time to get up to Highfield and back, let alone as far as Hampstead. Rebecca had to be lying. But why? 
Was the girl toying with her, to see how she would react, or perhaps putting on a show of her power? Sarah was 
so baffled, she didn't ask anything further about the news reports. 

Before the train resumed the journey, Rebecca put aside the papers, and ducked down to yank out a long 
bundle, wound with sackcloth, from beneath her bench. She held it out to Sarah. Untwisting the sacking, she 
found it was one of the Limiters' long rifles, complete with light scope. She'd briefly handled a similar weapon in 
the Garrison when the battle-scarred Styx soldier had given her instructions on how to use it. 

Sarah looked questioningly at Rebecca. Receiving no reaction, she leaned forward to the girl. 

"Really? For me?" She asked. 

With a slow nod, Rebecca smiled demurely back at her. 

Sarah brought the weapon to her shoulder. She tested its weight as she pointed it at the unoccupied end of 
the carriage. It was heavy, but nothing she couldn't manage. 

Now it was Sarah who could have purred with satisfaction. The gift of the rifle was a reassuring sign of 
Rebecca's trust, although she was sill a little troubled by the impossible claim that the girl had been in London that 
morning. Sarah tried to tell herself Rebecca must have gotten her days mixed up, and put the discrepancy out of 
mind to concentrate on the job at hand. 

She ran her fingers down the length of the matt rifle barrel. Now she had the tools, and was ready to do 
whatever was necessary to avenge Tam's death. She owed it to him and to their mother. 

As the train gained momentum, she spent the rest of the journey handling the weapon, sometimes swinging it 
up into the ready position as she worked the bolt, pulling the hair-sprung trigger and dry- firing it, sometimes just 
cradling it in her lap, until she was thoroughly familiar with it, even in the subdued light of the carriage. 
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Drake had taken them out on patrol on the Great Plain and they were making their way through what he 
called "the Perimeters," where he said the Limiter presence should be minimal. 

It was a big day: Cal's first excursion through the water-filled sump and onto the plain since Will and 
Chester had carried him back to the base as a gibbering wreck all those weeks before. Drake's decision to allow 
him out was well timed. Cal had been going stir-crazy in the limited space of the base and was truly ready for a 
change of scenery. Although he was still hobbling slightly, he had recovered most of the sensation in his left leg 
and was bursting to go farther afield. 

As they'd passed through the sump and set off with Drake and Elliott, Will experienced a sense of elation 


that they were together as a group for the very first time. After several hours of trudging along, with Elliott taking 
the lead, Drake told them they were shortly going to branch off the plain and into a lava tube. But before they did 
this, he suggested they have some food, after which he was going to give them a briefing. He stood a dimmed 
light in a dip in the ground and they gathered around him as they each took their share of the provisions, then 
settled down to eat. 

It wasn't lost on Will that Chester and Elliott had chosen to sit together and were chatting away in secretive 
tones — even passing a canteen between themselves. Will's high spirits paled and he felt excluded yet again. It 
rankled him so much that he completely lost his appetite. 

He needed to relieve himself. In a fit of pique, he got to his feet and stumped away from the group, grateful 
he'd be spared the spectacle of Chester and Elliott's cozy little tête-à-tête at least for the time it would take to 
empty his bladder. As he left, he glanced over his shoulder at all of them sitting around the lantern. Even Drake 
and Cal were totally engrossed in whatever they were discussing and didn't take any notice of his departure. 

Preoccupied by his thoughts, Will just kept walking. It was becoming increasingly evident to him that he 
was set apart from the rest of them because there was something he had to do. All of them— Drake, Elliott, 
Chester, and Cal — seemed to be entirely caught up with their day-to-day survival, as if this was their sole lot in 
life, to scrape out a primitive existence in this forsaken place. 

But Will knew he had a single, overriding purpose. One way or another, he was going to locate his father, 
and, once reunited, the two of them would work as a team to investigate what was down here. Just like the good 
old days back up in Highfield. And then, finally, they would return to the surface with all their discoveries. He 
caught his step as it dawned on him that, with the exception of Chester, none of the others had any desire 
whatsoever to go Topsoil. Well, he had a greater calling, and he certainly wasn't going to spend the rest of his 
days in this harsh subterranean exile, scuttling away to hide like a frightened rabbit whenever the Styx showed up. 

As he reached the perimeter wall, he was the mouths of several lava tubes before him. He stepped into the 
nearest of these, relishing the feeling of detachment as the inky darkness enveloped him. When he was done, he 
emerged from the lava tube, still lost in thought about the future. He took ten or so paces, then stopped stock- 
still. 

Where he thought he'd left the others, there was no movement, no voices, and no light. The group was 
gone. 

Will didn't panic right away, telling himself that he must be looking in the wrong place. But, no, he was 
pretty certain he wasn't — and, besides, he hadn't wandered that far. Had he? 

He scoured the darkness for a few seconds, then lifted his flashlight above his head and swept it from side to 
side, hoping it would alert them to his position. 

"There you are!" he exclaimed as he caught sight of them. From what seemed an alarming distance away, 
somebody in the group signaled back, letting slip a brief flash of light in answer to his waving beam. 

And, as if caught by a camera flash, the picture of them running chaotically like a herd of startled gazelle 
seared into Will's retinas. 

The flash had revealed Drake pomting urgently into the distance. But Will didn't understand what he meant. 
Then he'd lost all sight of Drake and the rest of them. 

Will glanced back to where they'd been sitting. He had left his jacket and rucksack there, only taking with 
him the small battery-powered flashlight. He had no light orbs, no food or water — nothing! 

His stomach felt as if it had been dropped from a tall building. He should have told them where he was 
going, and he knew with inescapable certainty that whatever was making them flee in such disarray was something 
threatening. He also knew that he should be running. But where to? Should he attempt to catch up with them? 
Should he try to recover his jacket and backpack? What should he do? 

He suddenly felt like a small child again, reliving his first day of school. His father had deposited him at the 
front doors and, in his usual absentminded way, hadn't thought to make sure Will knew where he was supposed 
to go. With increasing anxiety, Will had walked aimlessly around the empty corridors, lost and with no one to 
ask. 

Will strained to catch another glimpse of Drake and the others, trying his utmost to figure out where they had 
been heading. Undoubtedly they would take refuge in one of the other lava tubes. He shook his head. Fat lot of 
use that was! There were just too many of them. The chances of him picking the same one were slim, to say the 
least. 

"What do I do now?" he said several times in quick succession. He fixed on the dark horizon where Drake 
had been pointing. It looked innocent enough, but he knew in his heart of hearts that it couldn't be so. What was 
t? What had made them run? 

Then he heard a familiar faraway barking, and the hairs on his neck bristled. 

Stalkers! 

Will shivered. It could mean only one thing: The Styx were closing in. Again he frantically across to where 
he had left his kit, but he couldn't see it in the gloom. Could he get to it in time? Did he dare? Gripped by a 
mounting dread, he stood watching as the tiny points of light from the approaching Styx came into view, seemingly 
so far off, but near enough to send him into a blind panic. 

He took a few tentative steps toward where he thought his jacket and rucksack were when there was a 
sharp noise, like a loud slap, followed quickly by a second. Mere feet away from his head, flakes of rock 


scattered down. The report of the rifle shots followed, rolling back and forth across the plain like a ripple of 
distant thunder. 

They were shooting at him! 

He cowered as another burst of shots flicked the dirt on either side of him. More came, falling 
uncomfortably close. The air felt as if it were alive, sizzling with the passage of bullets. 

Covering his flashlight with his hand, Will flung himself to the ground. As he rolled behind a small boulder, a 
salvo hit it, and he could smell the hot lead and cordite. They were zeroing in — they seemed to know exactly 
where he was. 

He scrambled to his feet and, crouching so low he was almost doubled over, he ran awkwardly back into 
the lava tube behind him. 

As he passed around a bend in the tunnel, he didn't stop. He eventually came to a junction and took the left 
fork, only to find a huge crevasse in the way. As he hastily retraced his steps to the fork, he knew that his first 
priority was to put as much distance as possible between himself and the Styx. 

But he couldn't ignore the fact that he would eventually have to backtrack ifhe wanted to rejoin Drake and 
the others, and this would be nigh on impossible if he just kept going. The network of lava tubes was complex, 
each tunnel virtually indistinguishable from the next. Without some kind of feature or landmark, he didn't have a 
clue how he would find his way back. 

Torn between the need to escape and the knowledge that he was going to get lost ifhe continued, he hung 
back for a few seconds at the fork. He listened, wondering if the Styx were really on his trail. As the low baying 
of the stalker echoed down the tunnel, he was spurred into action again. He had no choice but to run. 

He covered a reasonable distance in only a few hours. It hadn't entered his mind that he should be limiting 
the use of his flashlight. But then, to his horror, he noticed it was starting to lose its intensity. He began to 
conserve the power, switching it off when there appeared to be an uninterrupted stretch ahead, but it wasn't long 
before the beam began to flicker and dim to a feeble yellow. 

Then it failed altogether. 

He was submerged in absolute, pumping darkness. 

Will frantically shook the flashlight, trying in vain to squeeze more life out of it. He took out the batteries, 
rubbing them between his hands to warm them up before putting them in again, but this was no use, either. The 
flashlight was dead! 

He did the only thing he could: He kept going, blindly negotiating the tunnels. Not only was he getting 
himself hopelessly lost, but he could also hear the occasional sound in the tunnels behind him. The idea ofa 
stalker flying out of the darkness and attacking drove him on, his fear of his pursuers greater than that of the 
unrelenting darkness into which he was sinking deeper and deeper. He felt so lost, and so immeasurably alone. 

Idiot! Idiot! Idiot! Why didn't I follow the others? I'm sure there was time! What a fool I am! The 
selfrecrimination came thick and fast as the gloom lapped around him, becoming something tactile, physical, like a 
viscous black soup. 

He was desperate, but a single thought kept him going. He held it in his mind, a beacon of hope to guide 
him on. He imagined the moment he would be reunited with his father, and how everything would be fine again, 
just as he'd dreamed it would be. 

Knowing how futile it was to do so, but finding it gave him a measure of comfort, he would call out from 
time to time. 

"Dad!" he would cry. "Dad, are you there?" 


* * * * * 


Dr. Burrows sat on the smaller of two boulders, his elbows propped on the larger one before him, as he 
nibbled contemplatively on a piece of the dried food the Coprolites had provided. He didn't know if it was animal 
or vegetable, but it tasted predominantly of salt, for which he was thankful. He had sweated buckets as he'd 
followed the convoluted route on the map, and could feel cramps coming on in his calves. He knew if he didn't 
have salt, and lots of it, he'd very soon be in deep trouble. 

He twisted around to peer up at the side of the crevice. Lost in the darkness was the tiny track on which 
he'd just descended — a perilous ledge so narrow he had been forced to flatten himself against the sheer face of 
the rock, shuffling his way down it, ever so slowly and carefully. He sighed. He didn't want to do that again 
anytime soon. 

He took off his glasses and gave them a thorough wipe with his threadbare shirtsleeve. He'd discarded the 
Coprolite suit some miles back — it was too cumbersome and restrictive for him to continue to wear, despite the 
reservations he still harbored about exposure to radioactivity. In retrospect, he might have overreacted a bit 
about the risks associated with this — it was probably just localized to specific areas within the Great Plain, and it 
wasn't as ifhe'd spent very long there. Besides, he couldn't worry about that now; he had more important things 
to think about. He picked up the map and studied the spidery marks for the umpteenth time. 

Then, the food strip gripped in the corner of his mouth like an unlit cigar, he put away the map and, using the 
large boulder as a book rest, opened his journal to check something that had been nagging him. He flipped 
through the pages of his drawings of the stone tablets he had chanced upon soon after he'd arrived at the Miners' 


Station. Locating one of the last drawings in the series, he began to study it. It was a bit rough-and-ready, due to 
his physical state at the time, but despite this he was confident he'd captured most of the detail. He continued to 
peer at it for a while, then leaned back again thoughtfully. 

The tablet recorded on this particular page had been different from the others he'd found; for a start, it was 
larger in size, and also some of the inscriptions on it were quite unlike anything else he'd uncovered a the site. 

Carved into its face were three clearly defined areas. In the uppermost one, the writing was composed of 
strange cuneiforms — wedge-shaped letters. Unfortunately these were also the letters used on all the other 
tablets he'd looked at in the same cavern. He couldn't begin to decipher them. Below was another block of 
strange, angular, cuneiform letters, very different from those in the first section and resembling nothing he'd ever 
come across before in all his years of study. The third block of writing was just as bad, but here there was a 
bizarre succession of glyphic symbols — strange and unrecognizable pictures — all utterly meaningless to him. 

"I just don't get it," he said slowly, frowning. He thumbed forward to a page where he'd already jotted some 
workings in an attempt to translate even the smallest section of any of the three blocks. By looking at repeated 
symbols in the middle and lower ones on the tablet, he thought he would be able to begin to piece together an 
understanding of the cuneiform scripts. Even if they were similar to Chinese logographic writing, with a prodigious 
number of different characters, he hoped that at least some sort of basic pattern would emerge. 

"Come on, come on, think, man," he urged himself in a growl, thumping his forehead with his palm. Shifting 
the food strip from one side of his mouth to the other, he set about his workings again, trying to make more 
headway. 

"I... Just... don't... get... 1t," he grumbled. In pure frustration, he tore out a page of workings and, 
crumpling it up, slung it over his shoulder. He sat back and clenched his hands together, deep in reflection. As he 
did this, the journal slipped from the boulder. 

"Blast!" he exclaimed, reaching down to retrieve it. It had fallen open at the drawing that was causing him so 
much trouble. He placed it back on the boulder again. 

He heard a sound. A creaking, followed by a series of small clacks. It ended almost as soon as it had 
started, but he immediately lifted a light orb and peered around. He couldn't see anything and began to whistle 
through his teeth in an attempt to comfort himself. 

He lowered the light orb, and, as he did so, its illumination fell on the page of the journal that was thwarting 
his efforts to translate it. 

He bent his head closer to the page, then closer still. 

"You dunderhead." He began to laugh as he scanned the hitherto meaningless lettering before him. The 
middle section was now getting his undivided attention. 

"Yes, yes, yes, YES!" 

He had been in such a bad state when he'd sketched the tablet that he just hadn't recognized the alphabet. 
Not upside down, anyway. "It's Phoenician script, you stupid goat! You had it the wrong way up! How could 
you have done that?" 

He began to write hastily on the page and discovered that, in his excitement, he was attempting to use the 
halfchewed food strip instead of his pencil. He threw it away and, now using his pencil, quickly scribbled in the 
margin, guessing at the symbols where he had to because his sketching had been sloppy in places or because the 
tablet itself had been damaged. 

"Aleph... lamedh... lamedh..." he muttered as he worked from letter to letter, hesitating as he came to 
those that were unclear or that he couldn't immediately remember. But it didn't take him too long to recall them as 
he was so proficient in Ancient Greek, which was directly descended from the Phoenician alphabet. 

"By Jove, I've cracked it!" he shouted, his voice echoing around him. 

He found that the writing in the middle block of the tablet was a prayer of some form. Nothing very exciting 
in itself, but he could read it. Having gotten that far, he began to examine the uppermost block of writing again, 
which consisted ofa group of glyphics. The symbols immediately started to make sense, now that he was seeing 
the detailed pictograph the right way up. 

The symbols were nothing like the Mesopotamian ones that he'd studied for his doctorate. Knowing that 
Mesopotamian pictograms were the earliest known form of writing, dating back to 3000 B.C., Dr. Burrows was 
only too aware that what tended to happen was that the pictographic signs became more and more schematic as 
the centuries progressed. So in the beginning the pictures would have been easily understood — such as a picture 
ofa boat or a bushel of wheat — but with time they would develop into something more stylized, something more 
like the cuneiform letters in the middle and lower blocks on the tablet. Into an alphabet. 

"Yes! Yes!" he said as he saw how the top section repeated the prayer written in the middle one. But it 
didn't appear as though the writing had evolved directly from the pictographic symbols. All ofa sudden, he was 
hit by the implications of what he'd stumbled across. 

"My God! So many millennia ago, somehow, a Phoenician scribe came from the surface... he did this... he 
carved a translation from an ancient hieroglyphic language. But how did he get down here?" Dr. Burrows puffed 
his cheeks and blew out a breath. "And this unknown ancient race... who were they? Who in tarnation were 
they?" 

His mind was bombarded with possibilities, but one, perhaps the most far-fetched, loomed far above the 
others. "The Atlanteans... the Lost City of Atlantis!" He caught his breath, his heart pounding with the 


supposition. 

He babbled breathlessly to himself, quickly switching his attention to the lower block of writing, comparing it 
with the Phoenician words above. 

"By Jove, I think I've done it. It is... it's the same prayer!" he began shouting. And he immediately spotted 
the similarities between the hieroglyphs at the top of the tablet and the forms of the letters at the bottom. There 
was no question in his mind that the pictograms had evolved into the letters. 

And, using the Phoenician writing, he should have no trouble translating the lower inscription. He now had 
the key that enabled him to translate a// the other tablets he'd found in the cavern and recorded in his journal. 

"I can do this!" he announced triumphantly, flipping back through his sketches. "I can read their language! 
My very own Rosetta Stone. No... wait..." He held up his finger as it struck him. "The Burrows Stone!" He 
jumped to his feet and turned to the darkness, holding the journal jubilantly above his head. "The Dr. Burrows 
Stone." 

"You poor schmucks, all you in the British Museum, at Oxford and Cambridge... and shabby old Professor 
White and your cronies from London University who bloody nicked my Roman dig from me... I AM 
VICTORIOUS... I WILL BE REMEMBERED!" His words echoed all around the crevasse. "I may even have 
the secret of Atlantis here in my hands... AND IT'S ALL MINE, YOU POOR SAPS!" 

He heard the clacking again and snatched up the light orb. 

"What the..." 

There, where the food stick had landed, something large was moving. His hand shaking, he directed the 
light at it. 

"No!" he gasped. 

It was the size of a small family car, with six jointed legs protruding at angles around it and a huge domed 
carapace for its main body. It was yellowy-white in color and moved ponderously. Dr. Burrows could see its 
dusty mandibles grinding against each other as it ate the food he had chucked aside. Its antennae twitching 
exploratively, it advanced very slowly toward him. He took a step back. 

"I... just... don't... believe... 1t." Dr. Burrows exhaled. "What in the world are you... an oversized dust 
mite?" he said, mentally correcting himself almost as he spoke. He knew only too well that mites were not insects, 
but arachnids, the same as spiders. 

Whatever it was, it had stopped, evidently a little wary of him, its antennae syncopating like two dancing 
chopsticks. He could see no evidence of any eyes on its head, and its carapace looked as thick as tank armor. 
But as he examined this more closely, he could also see that it was battered, with slash-like indentations all over its 
dull surface, and that there were vicious-looking gouges all along its edges, where it appeared to have been 
shattered. 

Despite the creature's size and appearance, Dr. Burrows somehow knew it wasn't a danger to him. It 
wasn't attempting to come any nearer, perhaps more apprehensive of him than he was of tt. 

"You've been through the wars, haven't you?" Dr. Burrows said, holding his light orb toward it. It clattered 
its mandibles as ifin agreement. For a moment, Dr. Burrows looked up from the gargantuan creature to peer 
around. 

"This place is just so... rich.. It's a veritable gold mine!" He sighed, and then delved into his shoulder bag. 
"There you are, old chap," he said, tossing another food stick at the bizarre creature, which scuttled back a few 
feet as ifafraid. Then, slowly, it moved closer, locating the food and cautiously picking over it. The creature 
obviously decided the food stick was safe to eat, seized it in its mandibles, and instantly began to devour it with a 
variety of grating noises. 

An awestruck Dr. Burrows reseated himself on the boulder and hunted in his pants pocket for his pencil 
sharpener. Finding it, he began to twist it on his dwindling stub of pencil. Still chewing, the giant creature lowered 
itself down on its legs, as if waiting expectantly for another morsel. 

Dr. Burrows laughed at the strangeness of the situation as he took up his journal and flicked to a fresh page 
to make a record of the "dust mite" in front of him. He looked at the blank page, then hesitated, his eyes glazing 
with indecision. The clacking of the giant creature brought him back abruptly, and he know what he had to do. 
He turned back to the drawing of the tablet again. Translating the rest of the Dr. Burrows Stone had to be his 
immediate priority. 

"Not enough time," he muttered. "Not enough time..." 
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"Help! Anybody! Help me! Is there anybody there?" Oh, wake up, will you... how likely is that? A 
gruff voice in Will's head wouldn't be silenced. There's nobody for miles. You're on your own, matey, it 
continued 

"Help me! Help! Help!" Will called out, doing his best to ignore it. 

What are you expecting... that Dad's going to jump out from around the next corner and show you 


the way home? Dr. "Super Dad" Burrows, who got himself lost on the London Underground? Yeah, 
right! 

"Get lost!" Will roared hoarsely at his nagging self-doubt, his cry resounding in the tunnels around him. 

Lost, huh? That's funny! The voice persisted. It was quietly smug, as if it knew exactly who things were 
going to turn out. It doesn't get any worse than this, it said. You're history. 

Will stopped and shook his head, refusing to accept what it was telling him. There had to be a way out of 
this. 

He closed and opened his eyes, trying to make out something, anything, but there was nothing. Even the 
blackest night up on the surface had some tiny trace of light, but not down here — this darkness was absolute. 
And it played tricks on you, giving you hope. False hope. 

He moved along the wall, feeling its now all-too-familiar roughness with his fingers, inching forward until he 
became impatient and tried to move too quickly. His foot snagged against some obstacle and he pitched forward, 
tumbling down an incline. He came to rest with his face against the loose surface of the ground, breathing hard. 

Ifhe allowed himself to think for too long about his situation... Here he was, more than five miles below the 
surface of the earth, alone and frightened and hopelessly lost. 

Every new second in this oblivion was as vital and terrifying as the last, and it seemed to him that millions of 
these seconds now stretched out behind him. He'd been separated from Drake and the others for what he 
estimated was at least a day. It could very well have been longer. In truth, he hadn't a clue how long he'd been in 
these endless tunnels, but ifhis parched throat was anything to go by, then it had to be at least twenty-four hours. 
The only thing he was certain of was that he'd never been so horribly thirsty before, not in his whole life. 

He got up and reached for the wall. His outstretched fingers encountered nothing but warm air. He 
immediately pictured himself on the brink of a huge precipice and was beset by a wave of vertigo. He took 
another reluctant step. The floor didn't feel level to him, but he couldn't even be sure of this anymore. He'd 
reached a point where he was struggling to tell whether the ground was banked or whether it was he who was at 
an angle. He was beginning to distrust even his remaining senses. 

His vertigo became worse, and he felt sick. He tried to regain his balance by raising his arms. After a few 
moments of holding his position, like some lopsided scarecrow, he began to feel a little more confident. He took a 
few tentative steps, but there was still no sign of the wall. He shouted, listening to the echoes. 

He had fallen into a larger space — that much he could tell from the reverberations — perhaps he was at the 
junction of several tunnels. He tried desperately to contain his rising panic, his shallow, hissed breaths and his 
heartbeat thumping in his ears in mismatched tempos. Relentless waves of dread swept through his body and he 
shivered uncontrollably, not sure whether he was hot or cold. 

How had it come to this? The question knocked fitfully around his head, like a moth in a killing jar. 

He summoned all his courage and took another step. Still no wall. He clapped his hands together and 
listened to the sound reverberating. The report proved conclusively that he was indeed in something with larger 
dimensions than just a tunnel — he just hoped it didn't mean there was a chasm waiting for him in the darkness. 
His head swam again. Where are the walls? I've even lost the walls! 

A fury rose up in him, and he bit his teeth together so hard they creaked. Clenching his fists, he made an 
inhuman noise, somewhere between a growl and a scream, but sounding like neither. He tried to order his 
feelings, finding that he couldn't stifle the anger and self-contempt. 

Idiot! IDIOT! IDIOT! 

It was as though the gruff voice in his head had won the day, pushing aside any hope that he was going to 
get through this. He was a fool and deserved to die. He started to blame the others, particularly Chester and 
Elliott, shouting obscenities at the, at the hushed walls that must have been around him, wanting so much to hurt 
something, to inflict pain. There, in the anonymity of the blackness, he started to thump himself, striking the tops 
of his thighs with his fists. Then he punched himself on the side of the head, the pain producing a certain stinging 
clarity, which brought him to his senses. 

NO, I AM BETTER THAN THIS! I must keep going. He sank down onto his knees and crawled, 
probing in front of him with his fingertips for any gap, any void, checking and rechecking that he wasn't about to 
plunge blindly into a crevasse. He touched up against something. The wall! With a sigh of relief, he stood up 
slowly and, hugging it, began the tedious slow-stepping again. 
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Over the next few hours, the Miners' Train went through several more sets of the storm gates Rebecca had 
referred to. 

The first warning Sarah had that they were coming to their destination was a clanging bell, followed by the 
loud wailing of the train's whistle. The train began to apply its brakes and screeched to a final halt. The side 
doors of the carriage were heaved back on therr rollers, and there was the Miners' Station, lights burning wanly in 
its windows. 

"All change," Rebecca announced, with a suggestion ofa smile. As Sarah leaped down from the carriage 


and stretched her stiff legs, she saw that a delegation of Styx was hurriedly making its way over. 

Clutching her satchel, Rebecca told Sarah to remain by the train and went over to meet the delegation. 
There were at least a dozen of them, walking with such haste that they raised a cloud of dust in their wake. Sarah 
recognized one among their number — the old Styx who had accompanied her in the carriage the day she had 
returned to the Colony. 

Sarah's old habits kicked in and she made use of the time to make a mental note of the number and location 
of the personnel on the ground. She would need to know the lay of the land if the opportunity to escape 
presented itself. 

Other than the various Limiters dotted around the place, there was a troop of soldiers from the Styx 
Division, immediately distinguishable due to the green camouflage of their uniforms. But why would they be 
down here? she wondered. They were a very long way from home. She estimated that the troop numbered 
about forty, and around half of them were attending to their weapons, which included mortars and several large 
caliber guns. The remainder of the soldiers were mounted on horses and seemed about to leave. Horses! In the 
Deeps? 

She turned her attention to the layout of the cavern, scanning the gantries and walkways overhead. She tried 
to identify ways in or out of the cavern, but soon gave this up — it was impossible to pick out much in the gloomy 
darkness that cloaked the perimeter. 

Already beginning to perspire heavily inside the Limiters' fatigues, she realized how much hotter it was down 
here. As she drew the dry air into her lungs, everything smelled burnt to her, scorched. The environment was so 
new and unfamiliar, but she was confident she could acclimatize, just as she'd done when she'd gone Topsoil. 

She picked up a movement to the right of the station buildings. She could just about make out six or seven 
men who were standing still in an untidy line, partially hidden by stacks of crates. She guessed these were 
Colonists from their civilian clothing. To a man, their heads were bowed as a Limiter stood guard, his rifle trained 
on them. Sarah found this rather unnecessary, since their hands and feet were shackled together with heavy 
chains. They weren't about to go anywhere. 

Sarah could only think that they must have been Banished. Nevertheless, it was highly unusual for such a 
sizable group of men to be exiled simultaneously, unless there had been some sort of organized revolt that the Styx 
had quashed. She was just beginning to wonder whether she was going to be thrown in with these prisoners, 
when she heard Rebecca's voice. 

The Styx girl was showing the Topsoil newspapers to the old Styx, who was nodding imperiously as the 
delegation stood by. Sarah began to think that all this interest in the headlines — presumably about the Topsoiler 
disease — had to amount to more than just the Styx's surveillance of current affairs up there. Particularly in light 
of Joseph's slip of the tongue back in the Garrison about a major operation in London. Yes, there was more to 
this than she had first thought. 

The newspapers were passed to the rest of the party and, as the meeting went on, the old Styx seemed to 
be doing all the talking, in their scratchy and indecipherable language. Then Sarah caught Rebecca's voice. 

"Yes!" the girl exclaimed quite distinctly and full of youthful glee, raising her forearm inn a victorious gesture. 
Then the old Styx turned to another in the party, who opened a small valise and handed Rebecca something from 
it. She carefully held it up before her as the entourage looked on. 

They all fell silent. Sarah couldn't see precisely what was there, but from the way it glinted briefly in the light, 
it appeared that Rebecca was looking at two small objects made ofa glasslike material. 

Rebecca and the old Styx exchanged a significant glance. Then the meeting came to an abrupt end as the 
old Styx issued an order and, flanked by the rest of the delegation, swept away in the direction of the station 
buildings. 

Rebecca swiveled at the hips to face the lone Styx standing guard over the shackled prisoners. She gave 
him a sign, spreading the fingers of her hand as if she was shooing someone away. The guard immediately barked 
at the prisoners, and they began to shamble off, heading toward a far corner of the cavern. 

Sarah watched as Rebecca strolled back toward her, holding the two objects aloft. 

"What's their story?" Sarah asked her, indicating the prisoners, now barely visible as they moved into 
shadow. 

"Oh, nothing..." Rebecca said, then added a little vaguely, as if distracted, "we don't need any more guinea 
pigs, not now." 

"And I see the Division has brought some pretty heavy duty hardware with them," Sarah ventured, as a 
couple of the mounted troops towed away the first of the guns. 

But Rebecca wasn't interested in Sarah's questions. Flicking her hair back, she raised the objects to head 
height. 

"For this is Dominion," Rebecca intoned in a low voice. "And Dominion will ensure that justice is returned to 
the righteous, and the upright in heart will follow it." 

Sarah saw that the objects were two small phials filled with a clear fluid, and that their tops were sealed with 
wax. They both had thin cords attached to them, so that Rebecca could let them dangle from her hands. 

"Something important?" Sarah inquired. 

Rebecca was distant, her eyes glazed with a kind of dreamy euphoria as she contemplated the phials. 

"Something to do with the Ultra Bug in the newspapers?" Sarah ventured further. 


The smallest glimmer ofa smile played on the Styx girl's lips. 

"Could be," she teased. "Our prayers are about to be answered." 

"So you're going to use another germ against the Topsoilers?" 

"Not just another germ. We were only warming up with the Ultra Bug, as they chose to call it. This" — 
she shook the phials — "is the real McCoy, as they say." Rebecca beamed. 

Before Sarah could respond, the Styx girl had whirled around and was striding away. 

Sarah didn't know what to think. She had no love for Topsoilers, but it didn't take a great leap of the 
imagination to figure out that the Styx were brewing up something terrible for them. She knew that the Styx 
wouldn't think twice before spreading death and destruction if it meant achieving their aims. But she wasn't going 
to let any of this distract her — there was only one thing she had to do and that was catch up with Will Burrows. 
She was going to find out if he was to blame for Tam's death. It was family business, and she couldn't let 
anything get in the way of tt. 

"We're up. Get moving," one of the Limiters snapped at Sarah's back, making her start. It was the first time 
any of them had spoken a word directly to her. 

"Um... did... did you say we?" she stammered, taking a step away from the four Limiters. As she did so, 
she heard a scrabbling by her feet and looked down. 

"Bartleby!" 

The cat had appeared from nowhere. Twitching his whiskers, he gave a low, uncertain meow, then lowered 
his muzzle to the ground and sniffed deeply, several times. He pulled up his broad head sharply, his nose coated 
with the fine black dust that seemed to be everywhere. He obviously didn't like the dust because he rubbed his 
face with his paw, making loud snuffling noises. All ofa sudden he gave an enormous sneeze. 

"Bless you," Sarah said before she could stop herself; She was delighted to have him back. It was as 
though she now had the company of an old friend on her quest — somebody she could trust. 

"Get going!" another of the Limiters scowled, jabbing his thin finger toward the far area of the chamber 
beyond the stationary engine, which was puffing out copious clouds of steam. "Now!" 

Sarah hesitated for a moment, the dead eyes of the four soldiers on her. Then she nodded and took a 
reluctant step in the direction they had indicated. Well... if you sell your soul to the devil... she thought wryly. 
She had chosen her path, and she had to stick to tt. 

So, with the shadowy figures following behind, Sarah resigned herself to her lot and began to walk more 
briskly, the cat at her heels. 

Besides, what alternative did she have, with these ghouls breathing down her neck? 
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The hours passed. Will's forehead and the small of his back were sopping with a sticky sweat, from both 
the heat around him and the unrelenting waves of fear that he fought so hard to stave off His throat was parched; 
he could feel the dust sticking to his tongue but couldn't summon up enough saliva to wet it. 

The dizziness returned, and he was forced to stop as the floor yawned under his feet. He sagged against the 
wall, opening and closing his mouth like a drowning man, mumbling to himself. With an immense effort, he 
straightened up and rubbed his eyes hard with his knuckles, the pressure bringing vague bursts of brilliance that 
helped to ease his nerves. But it was only a brief respite. The darkness immediately flooded back. 

Then, as he'd done so many times before, he squatted down and began to check the contents of his pants 
pockets. It was an exercise in pure futility, a ritual that would achieve nothing, because he knew by heart 
precisely what was contained in them — though he kept praying he'd missed something he could use, however 
insignificant. 

First he tugged out his handkerchief and spread it flat on the ground before him. Then he took out the other 
items and laid them by touch on the cloth square. He arranged his pocketknife, a pencil stub, a button, a piece of 
string, and some other useless oddments, and, lastly, the dead flashlight. There in the dark, he handled each item, 
feeling it with his fingertips as if by some miracle it might suddenly prove to be his salvation. He gave a short, 
disappointed laugh. 

This was ridiculous. 

What did he think he was doing? 

Nevertheless he gave his pockets a last check, just in case he'd missed anything. They were inevitably 
empty, except for some dust and grit. He hissed with disappomtment, then girded himself for the final part of the 
ritual. He picked up the flashlight, cradling it in both hands. 

Please, please, please! 

He slid the switch. 

Absolutely nothing. Not even a suggestion, not even a glimmer of light. 

No! 

It had failed him again. He wanted to hurt it, to make it suffer just as he was suffermg. He wanted it to feel 


pain. 
With a rush of anger, he drew his arm back to throw the useless object, then sighed and stopped himself. 

He couldn’t bring himself to do it. He growled with frustration and stuffed the light back into his pocket. Then he 

bundled the remaining items together in his handkerchief and replaced them as well. 

Why, oh why, didn't I just take one of the light orbs? I could have so easily. 

It would have been such a small thing to have done, and yet it would have made a world of difference to him 
right now. He began to think about his jacket. If only he'd had the sense to keep it on. He pictured where he'd 
left it, draped over the top of his rucksack. His lantern had been clipped to it, and in its pockets had been another 
flashlight and a box of matches, not to mention several orbs. 

If only... if only... 

Those simple objects would have been so vitally important to him now. 

"YOU STUPID FOOL!" he began to yell, urging himself on in a rasping croak and cursing the blackness all 
around him, calling it every name under the sun. Then he fell silent, imagining he could see something creeping 
slowly across his field of vision. Was that a light, a flicker of light to his right? 

What? No, there, yes, in the distance, a glow, yes, a light, a way out? Yes! 

His heart racing, he moved toward it, only to trip on the uneven surface and fall once again. Standing up 
quickly, he searched for it, peering frantically into the velvety blackness. 

It's gone. Where was it? 

The light, if there ever had been one, was no longer there. 

How long can I go on like this? How long before I... He felt his legs tremble as his breath deserted him. 

'T'm too young to die," he said aloud, realizing for the first time in his life what those words really meant. He 
felt as ifhe'd been winded. He began to sob. He had to rest, and dropped to his knees. Then he bent forward, 
feeling the grit beneath his palms. This isn't right. I don't deserve this. 

He tried to swallow, but his throat was so dry and swollen that he couldn't. He bent even farther forward 
until his forehead rested against the sharp grit. Were his eyes open or closed? There was no difference; small 
spots of colored light, swirling reticulations, massed together into smears, dancing before him, confusing him. But 
he knew it wasn't real. 

He stayed in that position, panting, his head against the ground, and for some reason a vision of his Topsoil 
mother reared up before him. It was so crystal clear that, for an instant, he felt as ifhe'd been transported 
somewhere else. Mrs. Burrows was reclining in front ofa television in a sun-filled room. The vision wavered and 
was replaced by the image of his father in a very different place, somewhere deep in the earth, wandering 
carelessly along and whistling through his teeth in that high-pitched way he always did. 

Next he saw Rebecca, as he'd seen her a thousand times before. She was in the kitchen, preparing dinner 
for the whole family — a task she'd do every night — a sort of constant in his life that seemed to be present in 
even his earliest memories. 

As if a film had jumped its sprockets, he saw her smiling evilly while she paraded herself in the black-and- 
white uniform of the Styx. 

Witch! Treacherous, lying witch! She had betrayed him, betrayed his family. This was all her fault. 

Witch. Witch. Witch. Witch. Witch 

In his eyes she was the very worst type of traitor, something twisted and dark and evil, a cuckoo sent from 
the underworld to wreak havoc on the nest, a quisling. 

Get up! The pure hatred he felt for Rebecca galvanized him. He drew ina painful breath and pushed 
himself up so he was on his knees again. He shouted at himself, urging himself to get to his feet. Get up, Will! 
Don't let her win! Then, standing on his shaky limbs, his arms threshed out in the emptiness around him, in the 
endless, soul-sucking night land. 

"Get going! Get going! GET OUT!" he shouted ina cracked voice. "GET OUT!" 

He began to stumble along, calling out to Drake and his father, to anyone, to help him. But he heard nothing 
except his own echoing voice. Then there was a fall of small stones behind him, and he thought it perhaps too 
dangerous to continue to shout anymore and fell silent. But he kept going, counting a rough rhythm in his head as 
he went: 

One two, one two one, one two... 

Before long he was seeing horrible things looming out at him from the invisible walls. He told himself they 
weren't real, but that didn't stop them form coming. 

He was losing it. He truly believed he'd go mad if the thirst and hunger didn't get him first. 

One two, one two... 

He rued the day that he had made the decision to take the Miners' Train and come down here to the 
Deeps. What had he been thinking? To be lost like this, when he could have gone Topsoil! After all, what was 
the worst that could have happened to him up there? Spending the rest of his life on the run from the Styx didn't 
seem so bad now. At least he wouldn't have gotten himself into this situation. 

He fell again, and it was a bad one. He'd tumbled across some jagged rocks and banged his head. He 
slowly rolled onto his back and stretched out his limbs so he was spread-eagled. Then he lifted his hands in front 
of his face. Where he should have seen the white of his palms, there was no differentiation from the blankness, the 
canvas that had become his universe. He did not exist anymore. 


He rolled over and felt in front of him, terrified there might be some sort of drop just ahead. But the tunnel 
floor continued uninterrupted, and he knew that he would have to get back up. 

Without anything else to rely on, he'd become highly attuned to the familiar echoes his boots made as he 
trudged through the gravel and dust. He'd learned to read the minute reports of his footfalls as they reflected from 
the walls — it was almost like he had his own radar. On several occasions, he'd been forewarned of gaping 
chasms or changes in the floor level, purely by the nature of these echoes. 

He got to his feet and took some steps. 

There was a dramatic change in the sounds. The feedback was fainter, as if the lava tube had suddenly 
ballooned in size. He advanced at a snail's pace, filled with trepidation that he was about to stagger blindly into a 
vertical shaft. 

Within a short distance, there were no more echoes at all— none he could discern, anyway. His boots 
were encountering something other than the usual debris. Pebbles! Knocking and grinding against one another 
and giving that unmistakable slightly hollow sound. They shifted under his feet and, in hid exhausted state, made it 
even more difficult to walk. 

Then he sniffed, suddenly aware of humidity on his face. He sniffed again. What was it? 

Ozone! 

He smelled ozone, so evocative of the seaside and trips to the beach with his dad. 

What had he stumbled on? 
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Mrs. Burrows stood by the door to her room, watching the events farther down the corridor. 

She'd been roused from her afternoon nap by raised voices and the rapid tap of footfalls over the surface of 
the linoleum out in the hallway. This struck her as odd. For the past week there had been next to no activity in 
the place. An uneasy silence had fallen over Humphrey House, the patients largely confining themselves to their 
beds as, one after another, they succumbed to the mysterious virus that had all of England in its grip. 

When she'd first heard the commotion, Mrs. Burrows had assumed it was simply a patient kicking up a 
fuss. But minutes later, a loud crash came from the area of the service elevator, followed by a woman's voice 
speaking in urgent tones. It was the voice of someone who was distressed or angry and wanted to shout but was 
just managing to keep herself in check. Only just. 

Her curiosity getting the better of her, Mrs. Burrows had finally decided to take a look. Her eyes were 
considerably better, but still painful enough to force her to squint. 

"What's all this?" she mumbled through a yawn as she stepped from her bedroom into the corridor. She 
stopped as something by the door to Old Mrs. L's room came into focus, and her red eyes opened wide with 
surprise. Mrs. Burrows had seen enough TV hospital dramas to identify what was there: 

A paradise cart — the horrible euphemism for a hospital gurney with stainless-steel sides and top. It was a 
means of transporting dead bodies without alerting anyone as to what was inside or, indeed, if there was anyone 
inside. 

Essentially a shiny metal coffin on wheels. 

As she watched, the matron and two porters emerged from the doorway to fetch the cart. The porters 


wheeled it into Old Mrs. L's room as the matron remained outside. Spotting Mrs. Burrows, she walked slowly 
down the corridor toward her. 

"No. That's not what I think—?" Mrs. Burrows began. 

With a slow shake of her head, the matron told her all she needed to know. 

"But Old Mrs. L was so... young," Mrs. Burrows gasped, forgetting herself in her distress and using her 
nickname for the patient. "What happened?" 

The matron shook her head again. 

"What happened?" Mrs. Burrows repeated. 

The matron's voice was hushed, as if she didn't want any of the other patients to hear. "The virus," she said. 

"Not this thing?" Mrs. Burrows asked, indicating her eyes, which, just like the matron's, were still red and 
puffy. 

"I'm afraid so. Got into her optic nerve, and then spread through her brain. The doctor said it's doing that in 
a number of cases." She took a long breath. "Especially those with defective immune systems." 

"I can't believe it. My goodness, poor Mrs. L," Mrs. Burrows gasped, genuinely meaning it. It was a rare 
moment: She was feeling compassion for someone who really existed, not just for some actor playing a part on 
one of her soaps. 

"At least it was quick," the matron said. 

"Quick?" mumbled Mrs. Burrows, frowning with bewilderment. 

"Yes, very. She complained she was feeling sick just before lunch, then became quite disoriented and went 
into acoma. There was nothing we could do to resuscitate her." The matron pressed her lips together and 
lowered her gaze to the floor. Taking out a handkerchief, she dabbed first one eye, then the other. Mrs. Burrows 
couldn't tell if this was from the continuing effects of the eye infection or because she was upset. "This epidemic is 
serious, you know. And if the virus mutates..." the matron started to confide in a low voice. 

Just then the porters pushed the paradise cart back out into the corridor, and the matron hurried off to join 
them. 

"So quick," Mrs. Burrows said again, trying to come to terms with the death. 


* * * * * 


Later that afternoon in the dayroom, Mrs. Burrows was so preoccupied by Old Mrs. L's untimely demise 
that she wasn't paying much attention to the television. She'd been restless in her bedroom, so decided to seek 
solace in her favorite chair — the one place that usually brought her a measure of contentment. But when she 
arrived, she found that there were already quite a few patients lounging in front of the television. Their daily 
schedule of activities was still disrupted from the lack of staff, so they were mostly left to their own devices. 

Mrs. Burrows had been unusually subdued, allowing the other patients to dictate the choice of program, but 
when an item came on the news, she suddenly spoke out. 

"Hey!" she exclaimed, pointing at the screen. "It's him! I know him!" 

"Who is he, then?" a woman inquired, looking up from a jigsaw puzzle. 

"Don't you recognize him? He was in here!" Mrs. Burrows said, her excited eyes riveted to the report. 

"What's his name?" the jigsaw lady asked, holding a piece of the puzzle in her hand. 

Mrs. Burrows hadn't a clue what his name was, so she pretended she was so intent on the television that she 
hadn't heard. 

"And Professor Eastwood had been assigned to work on the virus?" came the question from the interviewer 
offscreen. 

The man on screen nodded — the same man with the distinguished voice who had spoken to Mrs. Burrows 
in a rather disparaging way at breakfast only days ago. He even had on the same tweed jacket he'd been wearing 
then. 

"He's an important doctor, you know," Mrs. Burrows told the handful of people in the row behind her in a 
self-important way, as if she was confiding in them about a close friend. "He likes boiled eggs for breakfast." 

Someone in the room repeated "boiled eggs," as though she was thoroughly impressed by the information. 

"That's right," Mrs. Burrows confirmed. 

"Shhh! Listen!" a woman in a lemon-yellow bathrobe hissed from the back row. 

Mrs. Burrows tipped her head back to glare at the woman, but was too intrigued by the news report to take 
it any further. 

"Yes," boiled-egg-man answered the interviewer. "Professor Eastwood and his research team at St. 
Edmund's were working round the clock to identify the strain. By all accounts, they were making good progress, 
although the records were lost." 

"Can you tell us exactly when the fire broke out?" said the interviewer. 

"The alarm was raised at nine-fifteen this morning," boiled-egg-man replied. 

"And can you confirm that four members of the professor's research team also died in the blaze with him?" 

Boiled-egg-man's eyebrows knitted together as he nodded somberly. "Yes, I'm afraid that is the case. 
They were exceptional and highly valued scientists. My heart goes out to their families." 

"Do you have any theories what started the fire?" the interviewer posed. 


"The laboratory carried a range of solvents in its stockroom, so I suppose the forensic investigation will 
begin there." 

"There has been speculation in the past week that the pandemic may be man-made. Could the death of 
Professor Eastwood—?" 

"I will not be drawn into such conjecture," boiled-egg-man barked disapprovingly. "It is the stuff of 
conspiracy theorists. Professor Eastwood was a close personal friend for over twenty years and I will not have 


"Professor Eastwood must have been getting too close — that's what happened! Someone snuffed him 
out!" Mrs. Burrows boomed, drowning out the television. "Ofcourse it's a bloomin' conspiracy. It's those no- 
good Russkies again, or maybe the lefties, who've got nothing to moan about anymore 'cept what we're all doing 
to the environment. You see how they're already trying to blame this plague on greenhouse gases and cows' 
farts." 

"I think it escaped from one of our own labs," the jigsaw lady piped up, nodding vigorously as if she'd single- 
handedly solved the mystery. 

Silence returned to the room, with the news report featuring yet another "science correspondent" who was 
giving the doom-laden prophecy that, at the drop ofa hat, the virus could mutate into a far more lethal form, with 
dire consequences for the human race. 

"Ah!" said the jigsaw lady a her card table, pressing a piece of her puzzle home. 

Then the television screen was filled with a piece of highly accomplished street art. Graffitied on a section of 
wall between two shops in north London, it was a life-sized figure wearing a respirator and clothed in a bulky 
biohazard suit. Apart from the fact that it had a pair of what were unmistakably large cartoon-mouse ears sticking 
out of the top of its military helmet, the figure was very realistic. At first glance, it looked as though someone was 
actually standing there. The figure was brandishing a placard that read: 


THE END IS NIGH 
IT'S IN YOUR EYE 


"Too bloody right it is!" Mrs. Burrows bellowed, her thoughts returning to Old Mrs. L's horribly premature 
death. The woman in the lemon-yellow bathrobe shushed her again. 

"Oh, can't you shut up?" the woman complained with haughty disapproval. "Do you have to be so loud?" 

"Yes, I do — this is serious!" Mrs. Burrows growled. "Anyway, at least I'm not as loud as your ghastly 
bathrobe, you old trout," Mrs. Burrows threw back at her, wetting her lips as she prepared to do battle. Even if 
the end of the world was looming, she wasn't going to be spoken to like that. 
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Drake didn't have the faintest idea where Will was. He kicked himself for not noticing when the boy 
wandered off in the first place. It was Chester who had spotted him trying to signal them as they'd all sought 
refuge in a lava tube. At that moment, pelted by a volley of loosely aimed sniper fire, Drake only had time to 
return the signal to the stranded boy. His primary concern had been to get the others away from the Limiters, and 
to safety. 

Will didn't know his way around yet, and Drake didn't know him well enough to guess where he might have 
gone. No, Drake was at a total loss as to where to start looking for the gone boy. 

And now, as they crept along the winding tunnel, with Cal lagging behind and Elliott prowling up ahead, 
Drake attempted once again to blank out all his years of knowledge and experience and adopt the mindset ofa 
complete novice. Think from ignorance. 

Caught by surprise and completely terrified, the boy's first impulse must have been to try to catch up with 
them. Realizing that this was impossible, he might have gone for the next most obvious option and left the plain by 
the closest lava tube. But not necessarily. 

Drake knew the boy didn't have anything with him, no food or water, so he might have attempted to brave 
the sniper fire and get back to his kit. Like that would have done him any good, anyway — Drake had decided 
not to leave Will's jacket or rucksack behind as souvenirs for the Styx. 

So, had he bolted down a lava tube? Ifhe had, bad news. It would have been one of many, with the 
overwhelming volume of interconnecting tunnels in the network only compounding the problem. Mounting a 
search-and-rescue operation in so extensive an area — it would take weeks, ifnot months. Totally out of the 
question while the threat of Limiter patrols persisted. 

Drake clenched his fists in frustration. 

No good. He couldn't form any sort of picture. 

Come on, Drake urged himself, what would the boy have done next? 

Perhaps... 


Perhaps Will hadn't entered the nearest lava tube but had kept to the plain, following the perimeter wall as it 
curved back — at least this would have given him some cover from the rifle fire. 

Maybe he was being overly optimistic, but Drake was gambling on this being Will's most likely course of 
action. Ifhe had kept to the perimeter, and ifthe Styx hadn't caught up with him, there was a slim chance he 
might still be alive. 

That was an awful lot of ifs... 

Drake knew he was grasping at straws. 

Or perhaps the Limiters had already trapped the boy and, at this very moment, were torturing him to extract 
all the information they could. The Limiters would do their usual and wring everything out of him using their 
excruciating methods. Event the strongest broke, sooner or later. It was a fate ten times worse than death; if it 
had befallen Will... 

Cal stumbled behind him, skittering a hail of stones across the floor. Too much noise, Drake thought. It 
reverberated around the space, and he was just about to reprimand the boy when his chain of thought continued, 
almost stopping him in his tracks. Three new additions to the team, three new responsibilities... all at the 
same time! With Limiters popping up all over the place like malevolent jack-in-the- boxes, what the heck had he 
been thinking? 

He wasn't some itinerant saint saving the lost souls the Colony spat out. So what was it? A twisted delusion 
of grandeur? Did he imagine that the three boys would be his own private army if it came down to a pitched 
battle with the Limiters? No, that was ridiculous. He should have dispatched two of the boys and kept just the 
one — Will — because with his infamous mother and knowledge of Topsoil life he might have played a part in his 
future plans. And now Drake had lost him. 

Cal tripped again, falling to his knees with a muffled groan. Drake spun around. 

"My leg," Cal explained before Drake had a chance to say anything. 'T'll be all right." Cal immediately 
pulled himself up and began to walk again, leaning heavily on his stick. 

Drake thought for a moment. "No, you won't. I'll have to hide you somewhere." His tone was cold and 
detached. "I made a mistake bringing you... I expected too much from you." His intention had been to station 
Chester and Cal at strategic points where they could lie in wait for Will in case he chanced by. In retrospect, he 
should have left Cal and only taken Chester. Or left both of them behind. 

As he struggled along, Cal was sinking deeper into turmoil. He had caught the tone in Drake's voice, and 
the implication bounced all other thoughts aside. He remembered Will's words, the warning that Drake didn't 
carry passengers, and the dread intensified in him that he really would be abandoned now. 

Drake surged ahead and, after a final sharp turn in the tunnel, they were back on the Great Plain. 

"Keep close and dim your lantern," he told Cal. 


* * * * * 


Will wondered if he was dreaming. Yet it all seemed so real. To reassure himself; he'd just stooped down 
to pick up a pebble, feeling its smooth, polished surface, when a faint breeze brushed his face. He stood up 
quickly. He could feel a wind! 

He continued down the gradient and then heard a lapping sound. Despite the warm air buffeting him, goose 
bumps broke out all over his body. He knew what it was. Water. There was water out there in the darkness 
before him. 

He move forward in baby steps until the pebbles gave way to something else — sand, soft and sliding sand. 
A few steps more and his foot landed with a splash. He squatted down and tentatively felt before him. Liquid. It 
was lukewarm water. He shuddered. He imagined a huge, dark expanse in front of him. 

He needed water so badly. He gently cupped some of the fluid in his hands and lifted it up to his face. He 
sniffed and then sniffed again. It was flat and lifeless — it had no smell to it. He held it to his lips and sipped. 

He spat it out instantly, falling back into the damp sand. His mouth burned and his throat contracted. He 
started to cough and then retched. Ifhe'd had any food in his stomach, he would have been violently sick. No, it 
was no good, it was brine, it was salt water. Even if he was able to force some of it down, he knew it would 
finish him off. 

He listened to the lethargic slap of the water and then rose unsteadily to his feet, debating whether he should 
go back into the lava tubes. But he couldn't bring himself to do that — not after all the hours he'd already spent in 
them. Besides, there wasn't the remotest chance he'd find his way back to the Great Plain, and even if, by some 
miracle, he did survive the journey, what would be waiting for him there? A Styx reception party? No, he had no 
choice but to follow the edge of the water, its sound continually playing on his mind and making his thirst even 
more agonizing. 

Although the sand was level, it shifted under his every step, sapping what little energy he had left as he 
plodded laboriously across it. He could no longer think straight. He tried to focus. How big was the body of 
water? Was he simply tracking around its shores, going in one big circle? He tried to tell himself it didn't feel that 
way — he was pretty sure he was traveling in a straight line. 

But with each step, he fell further and further into a state of numb despondency. With a long, drawn-out 
sigh, he sank down onto the sand and seized a handful of it, thinking he might never get up again. One day far in 


the future, someone would discover his remains, a dried-out cadaver in the lonely darkness. How ironic: He 
would die of thirst curled up next to a subterranean sea. Maybe his bones would be picked bare by scavengers, 
his ribs sticking up from the sand, like a camel's skeleton in the desert. He shivered at the thought. 


* * * * * 


Will didn't know how long he'd remained there, beaten and drifting in and out ofa fitful sleep. Several times 
he told himself to get back on his feet and walk again. But he was just too tired to resume his aimless wandering. 
He nestled his head in the sand and turned to face the direction that he knew he should be taking. He 

blinked several times, his eyelids rasping against his dry eyeballs, and happened to glance behind him. 

He could have sworn he saw the faintest glimmer of light. His vision playing tricks on him again. But he 
continued to stare at the spot. And saw it for the second time: a tiny, indistinct flash. He scrambled up and 
began to stumble toward it, leaving the sandy shore behind him as he scrabbled across the rattling pebbles. He 
tripped and went sprawling. Got up. Swore at himself because he was disoriented. And caught another fleeting 
glimpse of it. The light. 

This was not something his tired brain was conjuring up — it was real, and he was so close. Yes, it might 
be a Styx, but he was past caring. He needed light like an asphyxiated man needs arr. 

More carefully, he crept up the gravel bank. He could see that the irregular flashes were emanating from a 
lava tube, its mouth clearly outlned by them. And though the light seemed to flicker in intensity, as he came nearer 
he could see that there was a constant illumination within the tube itself; He reached the opening, treading softly, 
until he was able to peer around the corner. 

He saw shapes without form, shades without color. It took the most immense effort for him to remember 
how to use his eyes. He had to keep telling himself that what was before him was not just some hollow 
manifestation of his own making. Rapidly blinking, he struggled to bring his two lines of sight together and force 
the click-clack vacillation of the images to come to rest. They fused and made a distance, something certain... 

"PIG!" he croaked. "YOU BEAUTIFUL PIG!" 

"Wha—?" Chester cried, sitting up with fright and spitting the food from his mouth. "Who—?" 

Will could see again. His eyes feasted on the light, luxuriating in everything before him. Not fifteen feet 
away sat Chester, with a lantern in his hand and his rucksack open between his legs. He'd been helping himself to 
some food, stuffing it unceremoniously into his mouth, and clearly too preoccupied to hear Will's approach. 

Will lurched toward his friend, beyond overjoyed. He half fell, half sat by Chester, who was gawping at him 
as ifhe'd seen a ghost. Will snatched the lantern from him and clasped it in his hands. 

"Thank God," Will repeated several times in a cracked voice, staring straight into the light. It was so bright it 
hurt, but all he wanted was to bask in its eerie green flicker. 

Chester snapped out of his stupefaction. "Will..." he started. 

"Water," Will croaked. "Give me water." His voice was so thin and feeble, it came out as a throaty gush of 
air. Will pointed frantically. Chester realized what he wanted and hastily passed him his canteen. 

Will couldn't remove the stopper fast enough, fumbling at it pathetically with his fingers. Then it was off with 
a pop, and he rammed the neck into his mouth, gulping the water down greedily and trying to draw breath at the 
same time. It was going everywhere, slopping down his chin and chest. 

"Will, we thought we'd lost you!" Chester said. 

"Typical," Will gasped between mouthfuls. "I'm dying of thirst" — he swallowed, the water beginning to 
rehydrate his vocal cords — "while you're stuffing your face." He felt transformed, elated; the long hours spent in 
the dark were over, and he was safe again. He was saved. "Freakin' typical!" 

"You look really terrible," Chester said quietly. 

Will's face, normally pallid from his albinism, now appeared even paler, blanched from the salt crystals that 
had dried in a crust around his mouth and on his brow and cheeks. 

"Thanks," Will eventually mumbled, after another large gulp. 

"Are you OK?" 

"Awesome." 

"But how did you get here?" Chester asked. "Where've you been all this time?" 

"You don't want to know," Will replied, still rasping. He looked down the lava tube behind Chester. 

"Drake and the others... where are they? Where's Cal?" 

"They're out looking for you." Chester shook his head disbelievingly. "Will, dude, it's so good to see you. 
We thought you'd been caught, or shot, or something." 

"Not this time," Will said and, after a few breaths, he renewed his attack on the canteen, sucking at it until 
he'd drained the last drop. He belched contentedly, tossing the canteen to the ground, and then, finally, took in 
the concern etched on his friend's face. Chester's hand, grasping some food, was still poised in front of him. 
Dear old Chester. Will couldn't help but laugh, gently at first, then building to such a hysterical level that his friend 
edged back slightly. 

"Will. ..?" 

"Don't let me keep you from your snack," Will got out before he lapsed into another fit of sick-sounding 
laughter. 


"It's not funny," Chester said, lowering the food. Will didn't show any sign of stopping his strangled 
guffawing, and Chester's indignation grew. "I thought I'd never see you again," he declared earnestly. "For 
serious." 

There, on his grubby face, his lips covered with crumbs, a big grin began to form. "Whatever. You're stark, 
raving bonkers, you are." He shook his head. "Bet you're starving. Want some of this?" he offered, gesturing at 
the open pouch on top of the backpack. 

"Gracias, mate. I certainly would," Will said gratefully. 

"No problem. It's your food, anyway — this is your rucksack. Drake grabbed your kit when we ran for 
it." 

"Well, glad you weren't going to waste it!" Will said, punching him gently on the arm. Will felt close to his 
friend again, and it felt good. "You know... the batteries died in my flashlight. I didn't even have an orb. I 
thought I was a goner," he told him. 

"No way. How'd you make it down here, then?" Chester asked. 

"I hitched a ride," Will replied. "How do you think I got here? I walked." 

"No. Way!" Chester exclaimed, shaking his shaggy head. 

Will looked at the inane grin on his friend's face. He'd seen the same big, stupid smile that day when they 
were reunited on the Miners' Train, and although it had only been two months ago, it felt like several lifetimes. So 
much had happened, so much had changed. 

"You know," he said to Chester, "I think I'd even rather go back to school than do that again!" 

"That bad, huh?" his friend asked with mock gravity. 

Will nodded, rolling his swollen tongue around his lips, appreciating the novelty of spit once more. 

Chester's voice burbled on in the background, but Will was too exhausted to listen any longer. He gently 
slipped into a languor, his head lolling back against the rock behind him. His legs twitched slightly, as if finding it 
hard to break from the rhythm of the protracted slog they'd been put through. But their movement became less 
and less until they were completely still, and Will found a well-earned oblivion, unaware of the horrible chain of 
events taking place that very moment on the Great Plain. 
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Cal had been concentrating all his efforts on walking, and when he looked up, what was before him came as 
quite a shock. 

He and Drake had been tracking around the very edge of the Great Plain, but the usual jagged rock wall 
wasn't there. 

In its place, a vertical and apparently smooth surface ran from the ground to the roof, completely filling the 
space between the two. It was as if the seam that was the Great Plain had simply been sealed up. The barrier 
was too perfect to be a natural feature and stretched into the gloom as far as the light from his muted lantern 
penetrated. 

He edged closer to touch its surface. It was solid and gray, but not as perfect as he'd originally thought — 
in fact it was badly pitted, and in places large chunks were missing, from which reddish-brown stains spread 
downward, marking the wall. 

It was concrete. A huge concrete wall— the last thing he'd have expected to find in this elemental place. 
And he realized just how huge as they continued beside it for another twenty minutes, until Drake signaled him to 
stop. He pointed at a rectangular opening in the wall, five feet off the ground. Leaning toward Cal, he whispered, 
"Access duct." 

Cal brought up his lantern to inspect it. 

Drake grabbed his arm and pushed it down. "Keep it low, you fool! Are you trying to give away our 
position?" 

"Sorry," Cal said, watching as Drake slipped his hand into the shadowy cavity. Then he heard a dull creak 
as Drake pulled, and a hatch of rusting iron pivoted open. 

"You first," Drake ordered. 

Cal peered into the grim darkness and swallowed. "You expect me to go in there?" he asked. 

"Yes," Drake growled. "This is the bunker. Been empty for years. You'll be all right." 

Cal shook his head. "Be all right? I don't want to do this, I do not want to do this!" he muttered, but 
scrambled unenthusiastically into the duct with a helping hand from Drake and began to crawl. 

The light from his lantern licked weakly before him, revealing foot after foot of the regular passage as his 
hands scrabbled in an inch of dry grit along the bottom of the duct. The sound of his own breathing was intimate 
and close, and he loathed the feeling of constriction. Caught like a rat in a drainpipe, he thought. Every so 
often he stopped to reach out with his walking stick and knock against the sides to check the way ahead. It gave 
him an opportunity to rest his leg, which was beginning to ache badly. It felt as though it was going to seize up 
completely, leaving him stuck in the passage. 


Nevertheless, he continued. The duct seemed to go on forever. "How thick are these walls?" he asked out 
loud. Then, as he stopped to probe in front with his stick again, the tip didn't encounter anything. He inched a 
little farther forward and checked again. Nothing: He'd come to the end. 

He cautiously clambered down from the duct. His feet safely on the ground, he turned up his lantern and 
swept it in front of him. He nearly cried out as a shape reared up beside him, and he raised his walking stick 
defensively. 

"Quiet," Eliott warned, and he immediately felt like a fool. He'd completely forgotten that she would have 
been clearing the way ahead, as she always did. 

Drake dropped soundlessly from the duct and appeared behind him. He nudged Cal on, and without a 
further word, they pushed deeper in. 

They'd been ina small, gloomy room, empty except for puddles of stagnant water, but now advanced 
watchfully into a larger space, their footfalls giving short echoes as they scuffed over a linoleum-like floor. It might 
have once been white, but was now streaked with filth and stained from piles of rotting acrid-smelling debris. 

As Cal and Drake held back for Elliott to scout ahead, Cal's light revealed they were in a pretty large room. 
Against one of the walls stood a desk, and the walls themselves were mottled with patches of brown and gray 
damp, with small fungi sprouting in sporadic outgrowths, like little circular ledges. And next to where Cal was 
waiting, there were some shelves filled with decaying files. The paper had been reduced by the water to a flowing 
amorphous mulch. It spilled from the shelves to form small mounds of papier-maché on the floor. 

Responding to Elliott's signal, Drake whispered to Cal to move on. They slipped through a doorway and 
into a narrow corridor. At first Cal assumed the indistinct sheen from the walls was due to moisture, but then he 
realized he was passing between massive glass tanks. He thought he glimpsed a reflection of his own face in the 
black-algae-encrusted glass, but as he looked closer, his spine tingled. No! It wasn't his reflection at all. It was a 
leached-white human head resting against the glass, its eyes hollow and its features eroded as if eaten away. He 
shuddered, moving on quickly, not allowing himself a second look. 

They rounded a corner at the end of the aisle, past a final tank, only to find the way blocked by massive 
slabs of broken concrete. The ceiling had caved in. But just as Cal was thinking they would have to turn back, 
Drake guided him into the darkness beside it, where the collapsed roof slanted down to a rough stairwell. It was 
bounded by a twisted, misshapen railing. They squeezed under the slab and, together, crept down the crumbling 
steps to where Elliott was waiting. 

The stench of decay that met them was far from pleasant. Cal assumed they'd reached the bottom when 
Elliott took a few more steps and waded into dark water. He hesitated, but Drake jabbed him sharply in the back 
until he reluctantly lowered himself in. The turgid warm water came up to Cal's chest. Dust and oily rainbows 
circulated as their movements disturbed the surface. Above them were radial growths of fungi, so thick and 
numerous that they had to be growing one on top of the other, rather like a coral reef. 

Tiny filaments hung from the fungi, glittering in Cal's light like a million spiderwebs. But the stench was 
overwhelming. He tried to hold his breath, but was eventually forced to draw the miasma into his lungs. It caught 
in the back of his throat, and he began to hack away. 

As he struggled to stifle the coughing, he looked down. To his horror, he could see movements just below 
the water's surface. He felt something tangle itself around his calf. Then it tightened. 

"Oh God!" he choked, and in a frenzy tried to dash through the water. 

"Stop!" Drake rumbled, but Cal didn't care. 

"No!" he shouted loudly. "I'm getting out." 

Surging forward, he saw Elliott ascending a set of steps in front of him. He caught up with her, clutching at a 
rickety iron banister that buckled under his weight. He managed to drag himself out of the fetid water. He was 
stumbling and tripping up the steps, banging his walking stick against the wall, desperate to get to clean air, when a 
hand grabbed him by the shoulder. It stopped him in his tracks, pressing agonizingly into his collarbone and 
spinning him around. 

"Don't ever pull a stunt like that again," Drake said in a low growl, his face just inches from Cal's and his 
uncovered eye burning with a fury. He shoved the terrified boy up against the wall, still gripping him by the 
shoulder. 

"But there was—" Cal began to explain, hyperventilating from both the foul air and his fear. 

"I don't care. Down here, a single stupid action can be the difference between us making it through this or 
not... It's that simple," Drake said. "Do I make myself clear?" 

Cal nodded, trying his utmost to stop his coughing as Drake prodded him on again. They came up into 
another corridor, with a much higher ceiling than the claustrophobic passage they'd just left. The sides angled 
outward and then in again toward the top, like an ancient tomb. The ground was damp, and every now and then 
Cal's boots crunched and cracked as ifhe was treading on glass. 

Soon they were passing openings that led off on either side from this oddly shaped gallery. They went a 
small distance into one before taking a turning off it into a substantial space that seemed to be divided into smaller 
areas. A maze of thick concrete partitioning reached halfway up to the ceiling, forming a whole series of pens. 
Strewn across the ground at the entrances to these pens were mounds of rubble and heaps of what appeared to 
be rusting metal. 

"What is this place?" Cal asked, daring to break the silence. 


"The Breeding Grounds." 

"Breeding... for what? For animals?" Cal said. 

"No, not for animals. For Coprolites. The Styx bred them to use as slaves," Drake answered slowly. 

"They built this complex centuries ago." 

He ushered Cal on before he could ask any more questions, into a smaller antechamber. It had the feel ofa 
hospital ward. The floor and walls were covered in white tiles, now discolored with years of dirt and damp, and a 
huge number of beds were heaped haphazardly near the entrance, as if someone had been in the process of 
removing them but was interrupted halfway through. Strangely, the beds were, without exception, rather small — 
there was absolutely no way they would have accommodated someone even of Cal's size, let alone an adult. 

"Cots?" he spoke aloud. Over each diminutive bed was a circular metal cage of flaking, rusted iron, still 
locked into position. "Not for babies?" Cal said, horrified. It was like a maternity ward from a nightmare. 

"For Coprolite babies," Drake answered as they caught up with Elliott. She pushed through a pair of 
swinging doors, one of which began to creak loudly from its single hinge. She immediately caught the door, stilling 
It. 

Cal and Drake followed her out into the adjoining corridor, which was lined with warped shelves. On these 
was a variety of obscure, arcane-looking equipment, corroded to dull browns or bleeding verdigris. Cal's gaze 
settled on a floor-standing machine with rotted bellows and four glass cylinders protruding from its top. Next to it 
stood what was evidently a foot pump. 

Looking up, he noticed a wooden wall rack housing all manner of lethally pointed instruments, many rusted 
in place on their rests. Next to this was a chart. Although it was badly affected by mildew, he could make out 
angular pictures and bizarre writing. He had no idea what it meant and no time to make sense of tt. 

Tramping through pools of cloudy water, they passed down several more narrow corridors. These were 
empty except for networks of broad pipes running the lengths of their ceilings, from which old lagging and skeins 
of cobwebs hung. 

And then they turned off into a room. It was L-shaped and stacked floor to ceiling with massive glass 
cylinders. While he and Drake waited for the signal from Elliott, Cal's attention was caught by the contents of one 
of the jars. 

It contained a man's head in cross section. It had been cut very precisely from the top of the cranium down, 
so the brain and everything inside the skull was visible. Somehow it didn't look real — it was difficult to imagine it 
had ever been a person. Cal made the mistake of leaning over to examine the jar from the other side. As the light 
from his lantern penetrated the yellowy fluid in which the head was immersed, he saw a single staring eye and the 
growth of dark bristles on the man's bleached-white skin, as ifhe hadn't shaved that morning. 

Cal gasped. It was real, all right. 

He turned away, it was so ghoulish. But then his eyes alighted on things just as bad in other jars. Floating, 
hideously deformed beings, some whole and others partially dissected. 

They moved quietly into another area — octagonal and dominated by a single solid porcelain plinth in the 
very center. Corroded metal bands looped over the plinth, obviously to hold the subject in place. 

"Butchers!" Drake muttered as Cal glimpsed scattered tools — scalpels, giant forceps, and other bizarre 
medical implements — in the shards of broken glass covering the floor. 

"Oh, no," Cal blurted, a chill spreading through his gut. Although this room didn't have anything like the 
ghastly specimens he'd just seen, the most awful feeling hung in the air. It was as though the echoes lingered on, of 
the acute pain and suffering that had been perpetrated within its walls, from many years ago. 

"This place is full of ghosts," Drake said in sympathy. 

"Yes," the boy replied, shivering. 

"Don't worry, we're not stopping," Drake assured him, and they pushed through into a larger corridor — it 
resembled the one they'd been in before, with the oddly slanting sides. They trekked down this until Drake 
brought them to a stop. Cal caught the suggestion of a breeze on his face again — they must have reached the 
other side of the Bunker. He leaned heavily on his walking stick, grateful to rest his leg, and tried not to think 
about what he'd just seen. 

Drake listened for a while, peering through the lens over his eye, before turning his miner's light on to a low 
setting. In front of them was a naturally formed area, circular and about a hundred feet in diameter, with an 
uneven rock floor. Cal counted as many as ten lava tubes leading off from it in different directions. 

"Tuck yourself down in one of those, Cal," Drake whispered, pointing randomly at the lava tubes as he 
wandered out into the open. Elliott had remained behind, crouching low at the exit of the Bunker. 

Drake noticed Cal wasn't following him. "Get moving, will you?" The boy groaned and took a few reluctant 
steps. "Elliott and I are going to split up and look for Will, but you keep watch here. Chances are he could pass 
this way," Drake explained, adding quietly, "if he hasn't already." 

Cal had hardly gone any distance when a hiss came from behind him. He stopped. Eliott was still crouched 
down, her rifle braced against the side of the opening. 

Drake froze but didn't turn to her. 

"Come back!" Elliott called to Cal in an urgent whisper, never looking up from her rifle. 

"Me?" Cal asked. 

"Yes," she confirmed as she panned across the scene through her scope. 


Cal crept back to Elliott, who momentarily drew her hand from her rifle to thrust a pair of slim stove guns at 
him. He took them and backed farther into the corridor behind her, keeping his head down. 

Framed by the entrance, he could see Drake standing dead still in the open, his jacket flapping in the slight 
breeze. He hadn't extinguished the miner's light on his forehead, and its faint beam caught some of the larger 
boulders and rock outcrops around him, projecting stark shadows against the walls. But nothing stirred. 

"Got something?" Drake said quietly to Eliott. 

"Yes," she said slowly. "A feeling." Her voice was deadly serious and she looked tense, her cheek pressed 
hard against the rifle stock. She was rapidly switching her aim from tunnel mouth to tunnel mouth. Ina single swift 
movement she unhooked several more stove guns from her belt and laid them on the ground beside her. 

Cal squinted to see what the concern was all about. Nothing was moving in the area beyond Drake. He 
couldn't understand it. 

Seconds ticked by. 

It was so silent Cal began to relax. He was certain it was a false alarm, and that Elliott and Drake were both 
overreacting. His leg ached and he shifted his position a little, thinking how much he wanted to stand up. 

Drake twisted around to Elliott. 

"I say, I say... the invisible man's at the door," he declaimed loudly, no longer making the least effort to 
lower his voice. 

"Tell him I can't see him right now," was Elliott's response, in nothing more than a whisper. As she rapidly 
moved her aim to another tunnel mouth, she stopped abruptly, as if lingering on something in it, before she finally 
swung the rifle back on to Drake. 

"Yes," she mumbled with a nod of her head, looking at him through the scope. "I should've been on point. 
It should have been me out there, not you." 

"No, it's better this way," Drake said matter-of- factly. He turned his body away from her. 

"Good-bye," she said in a strained voice. 

There were a few seconds, as long as centuries, then Drake answered her. 

"Bye, Elliott," he said, taking a single step back. 

Instant pandemonium. 

Limiters spilled out from the lava tubes, their weapons raised. The way they moved, they resembled a 
swarm of malevolent insects. The shadowy dullness of their dark masks and long dun-colored coats seemed to 
spread from the dark voids of the tunnel mouths, as if they were an extension of the very shadows themselves. 
Too numerous to count, they lined up in an unbroken semicircle in front of the lava tubes. 

"DROP YOUR WEAPONS!" ordered a piercing, reedy voice. 

"SURRENDER YOURSELVES!" came from somewhere else. 

As a man they began to advance. 

Cal's heart had stopped. Drake remained exactly where he was as the line closed in. Then he took another 
step back. 

Cal heard a single shot and saw the fabric at the tip of Drake's shoulder burst, as ifa tiny charge had gone 
off within it. The impact skewed him around, but he quickly righted himself: Elliott answered with rapid volleys, 
working the bolt of her rifle at blinding speed. Limiters fell one after another as she picked them off. Every shot 
found its mark. Some soldiers were flung backward as the powerful rifle bucked in her hands, others dropped 
where they stood. But still they continued to advance. And they didn't seem to be returning fire. 

In one smooth movement, Drake bent down. Cal thought he'd been hit again, but then he saw he had a 
stove mortar in his hands. He struck its base against a rock and a flame erupted, spearing from its mouth. A 
swath of Limiters was quite literally obliterated. Where they had stood were just a few patches of smoke — the 
blast had wiped them from existence. Shouts and cries and screaming came from all over. But more Limiters 
pressed forward, now returning fire at Elliott. 

Cal backed down the corridor, away from the opening, the stove guns clutched tightly in his sweating palm. 
The sole thought crashing through his brain was that he had to get away. Somehow. 

Through the clouds of smoke, he thought he saw Drake totter a few steps and fall. At that very moment 
Elliott seized him by his arm and whisked him away. Then she was running, running and pulling him behind her, so 
fast he could barely stay on his feet. They'd covered a couple of hundred yards before she heaved him into one of 
the side rooms. 

"Cover your ears!" she screamed. 

A bone-shaking explosion erupted immediately. The blast knocked them both off their feet. A fireball and 
chunks of flying concrete hurled down the corridor past the doorway. Elliott must have primed some charges as 
she'd moved off: Before the debris had a chance to settle, she picked herself up and yanked Cal back out into a 
swirling storm of dust. Little patches of fire sizzled and spluttered in the puddles of water on the ground. 

As they dashed through thick eddies of choking smoke, a tall shape loomed before them. Elliott shoved Cal 
out of the way and dropped to one knee. She worked the bolt. The Limiter was coming straight for her, his gun 
up. She didn't hesitate. She squeezed the trigger. The muzzle of her rifle spat, the flare illuminating the Limiter's 
surprised face. The shot hit him square in the neck. His head whipped forward onto his chest as he disappeared 
from sight, back into the billowing dust. Elliott was already up. 

"Go!" she howled at Cal, pointing down the corridor. 


Another dark shadow plunged at them. The rifle still at her hip, Elliott pulled the trigger. There was dull 
click. 

"Oh, God!" Cal shouted, seeing the look of deadly intent on the Styx's face turn to one of triumph. The man 
thought he had them cold. 

Cal raised his walking stick pathetically before him as ifhe was going to use it to beat him off. But in the 
blink ofan eye, Elliott had dropped her rifle and grabbed Cal's hand, thrusting the stove guns he was holding in the 
direction of the Limiter. She pulled at the trigger mechanisms. 

Cal felt the recoil and the intense heat as both guns blasted at point-blank range. 

He couldn't look at the result. The man hadn't even screamed. Cal was rooted to the spot, his sweating, 
shaking hand still clenching the smoking cylinders. 

As Elliott yanked something from her rucksack, she yelled at him. But Cal was almost dumb with fear. She 
slapped him with such force his teeth rattled. It shocked him back into action, just as she slung a charge into the 
corridor where he thought they were about to go. How were they going to get away if she closed off their escape 
route? 

"Take cover, you idiot!" she bawled, kicking him across the passage. He fell into a doorway on the 
opposite side. 

The explosion was smaller this time, and they immediately sprinted through the section of corridor where it 
had gone off. Cal tripped on something soft — he knew it was a body — and was grateful the dust shrouded 
everything from sight as he blundered through. 

It was as if time had collapsed to nothing. Seconds did not exist. And Cal's body, not his mind, dictated his 
actions, making him flee. He had to escape — that was the only thing that mattered. Basic instinct had taken 
control of him. 

Before he knew it, they were back in the operating theater with the gruesome ceramic plinth in the center. 
Elliott hurled a cylindrical charge behind them. They had only gone halfway through the adjoining L-shaped room 
when the shock wave from the blast caught up. 

Horror of horrors, it shattered many of the specimen jars, cracking them open. Their contents slopped out 
like dead fish as the air filled with the sharp tang of formaldehyde. He glimpsed the semi-dissected head 
skedaddlng across the floor by his feet, its halfmouth grinning crookedly at him. Its demi-tongue sticking out 
mischievously. Cal leaped over it as he followed Elliott out of the room, and they tore through the ensuing 
corridors. They took a succession of left turns and then a right — although the dust and smoke weren't nearly as 
thick here, Elliott halted abruptly and frantically looked around. 

"No, no, no!" she ranted. 

"What?" he puffed, hanging on to her. 

"NO! Wrong way! Back... go to go back!" 

They hurriedly retraced their way around several corners, then Elliott paused to glance down a side 
corridor. Cal could see the anxiety in her eyes. 

"It has to be that way," she muttered uncertainly. "God, I hope it—" 

"Are you sure?" he interrupted urgently. "I don't recognize..." 

She pushed open a door. He was following so closely behind that as she stopped he crashed into her. 

Cal blinked and shielded his face. They were bathed in light. 

They found themselves in a big white room. 

It was startling. 

There was absolute calm. 

It was completely at odds with everything else Cal had seen in the Bunker: perfectly clean, with a pristine 
white-tiled floor and newly whitewashed ceiling, down the middle of which a long line of luminescent orbs were 
suspended. 

Along both sides of the room were polished iron doors; Elliott had already gone up to the nearest of these 
and was peering through the glass inspection window set into it. Then she moved to the next one. The doors all 
had large check marks daubed on them in black paint, applied so thickly it had run over the buffed metal. 

"I can see bodies," she said. "So this is the quarantine area." 

It was more than just bodies. As Cal went to see for himself, there were two — in some cells three — 
corpses stretched out on the floor. It was obvious they'd been dead for some time, as they'd already begun to 
decay. A clear, gelatinous fluid, flecked with yellow and red, had leaked from them and pooled on the stark white 
tiles. 

"Some of them look like Colonists," Cal said, noticing what they were wearing, 

"And some were renegades," Eliott said in a strained voice. 

"Who did this? What killed them?" Cal asked. 

"Styx," she replied. 

The mention of that name instantly brought him back to the seriousness of their situation, and he began to 
panic. 

"We don't have time for this!" he shouted, trying to steer her back toward the door. 

"No, wait," she said. She was frowning at him but not pushing him away. 

"We can't mess around here! They'll be following..." he gasped. 


"No, this is important. These cells have been sealed!" Elliott said, examining the edges of the door. Like all 
the others, it had thick new welds on all four sides, and no handle to open it. "Can't you see what this is, Cal? It's 
the Styx testing area we heard about — they've been trying out some sort of bio-weapon here!" 

Cal was right behind Elliott as she reached the next cell, and he noticed its door didn't have a mark painted 
on it. As she looked in, a face jumped up at the window. The eyes were bloodshot and swollen. It was a man 
— ina state of extreme panic. Angry red boils covered every inch of his skin and his cheeks were hollow, his 
face cadaverously thin. He was shouting something, but they couldn't hear so much as a whisper through the 
glass. 

He began to beat weakly on the window with both fists, but still there was no noise. He stopped, peering at 
them with his demented, darting eyes. 

"I know him," Elliott said hoarsely. "He's one of us." 

He was mouthing something, trying to communicate with her by emphasizing the words with his lips. 

It was meaningless to her. 

"Elliott!" Cal begged. "We have to leave!" 

She ran her fingers over a length of the weld that stretched unbroken around the edge of the door in a thick 
slug, wondering if she could somehow blow it open. But she knew they didn't have time to try. All she could do 
was give the man a helpless shrug. 

"Let's go," Cal shouted, then screamed, "now!" 

"OK," she agreed, swiveling on her heels to run back to the door through which they'd entered. 

They were immediately plunged back into the darkened world of the Bunker, the dust-laden air swirling 
around them. As their eyes readjusted from the clinical brightness of the strange room, they continued down the 
corridor in the direction she'd originally been taking them. 

"Keep close," Elliott whispered as they crept along. 

After a short distance, she came to a halt. 

"Come on, come on! Which way?" Cal heard her mutter urgently to herself. "Has to be down here," she 
decided. 

Several corridors later, they entered a small hallway from which two doorways led off. She went from one 
to the other, then paused between the two, shutting her eyes. 

By this pomt, Cal had lost all faith in her ability to get them to safety. But before he could express his doubt, 
there was a clanging from nearby. A door was being battered down — the Limiters were closing in. 

Elliott's eyes flicked open. 

"Got it!" she shouted, choosing which doorway to take. We're in the home stretch now!" 

At the end ofa sequence of lefts and rights, they were slipping and sliding down the stairs into the 
submerged basement again. This time Cal had absolutely no qualms about lowering himself into the stagnant 
water and was clambering up the stairs on the other side in seconds flat. Elliott had held back to set a sizable 
charge on the opposite stairway just above the waterline. Once she'd done this, she caught up with him, and they 
were just passing under the sections of collapsed concrete as the charge went off. 

The whole place shook and torrents of silt fell over them. A deep rumbling turned into an ominous grinding 
noise: Everything seemed to be shifting. Huge slabs of concrete crashed down, sending water and dust in all 
directions, and sealing the way behind. 

"That was a close one," he heard Elliott pant as they thundered through the linoleum- floored room and 
climbed into the duct, scrabbling their way down tt. 

Emerging from the duct, Cal dropped onto the floor of the Great Plain again with a cry of pure relief: Elliott 
helped him to his feet and right away began retracing their steps along the wall. They raced on until they were 
swinging around the corner into a lava tube, away from the plain. And they didn't stop running. 


* * * * * 


Will didn't know how long he'd been asleep when he was rudely woken by urgent shouting. His head hurt 
like crazy, a vicious throb stretching across his temples. 

"GET UP!" 

"Hey...!" Will spluttered. "Who...?" 

He blinked groggily. Elliott and Cal were standing over him. 

"Get up!" Elliott ordered harshly, then kicked him. 

Will tried, but then collapsed back. He was shaky and confused, finding it impossible to order his 
floundering thoughts. He saw her face. Although it was black with filth, he could see she wasn't the remotest bit 
pleased to see him again. And here he'd thought that she and Drake would be congratulating him for keeping on, 
for making it against all odds! 

Perhaps he'd totally misjudged how they would react, and they were furious with him for becoming 
separated from the group. Perhaps he'd broken another of their inscrutable rules. Rubbing the salt crystals from 
his red-rimmed eyes, he studied Elliott's face again. It was set in the grimmest of expressions. 

"I... I didn't... how long have...?" he slurred, noting that Cal's expression was similarly grim, and that both 
he and Elliott were dripping wet and smelled of chemicals. 


Chester had begun gathering the food containers together into his backpack, fumbling in his haste. 

"They got him," Cal said, his chest heaving as he lashed his stick demonstratively through the air. "The 
Limiters got Drake!" 

Chester stopped what he was doing. Will shook his head disbelievingly, and then looked to Elliott for 
confirmation. He didn't need to see the grazes on the side of her face, or the blood welling from a deep gouge on 
her temple, to know that his brother was telling the truth. The sight of her narrowed, angry eyes was enough. 

"But... how...? Will gasped. 

She merely turned and marched off in the direction of the subterranean sea Will had spent so long beside. 
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The boys had the greatest difficulty keeping up with Elliott, she was moving so swiftly. As if she didn't care 
whether they kept up or not. 

Of the three of them, Cal was struggling the most. He shuffled along and even fell several times as they 
trekked across the sandy bank. But he always managed to drag himself to his feet and carry on. He was saying 
something to himself— prayers, perhaps, though Will couldn't be certain and wasn't about to waste his breath to 
inquire. He had a splitting headache that he couldn't shake, and he was weak from lack of sleep and food. His 
thirst remained unquenchable — without stopping, he would take gulps from his canteen, but it did little to assuage 
It. 

None of the boys spoke. Questions were burning in their minds. With Drake gone, would Elliott simply 
abandon them and go off by herself? Or would she continue with the plans that Drake had discussed and keep 
them together as a team? 

Will was pondering this as he noticed a barely perceptible change in the terrain. The punishing, shifting sand 
had firmed up, becoming a little easier to traverse. He wondered why. 

The sea was still to his right. He could hear the odd lugubrious slap ofa wave, but he knew that the cavern 
wall — to his left and invisible in the darkness — must be quite some distance away by now. They were going 
deeper and deeper into an area that Will had only touched upon in his hours of blind wandering. 

Then, under the dim light shed by his lantern, he saw the pale sandiness had transformed into darker 
ground. He stumbled over something solid and immovable, his boot striking hard against it. He stooped to 
explore what it was: It felt exactly like a small stump from a felled tree. Will tried to contain his curiosity, but it 
got the better of him and he clicked up the lever behind the lens of his lantern. 

Immediately Elliott swooped back. She stood threatenngly in front of him. 

"What do you think you're doing?" she growled. "Turn that down!" 

"T'm just having a look," he answered, refusing to engage her flashing eyes as he surveyed the area around 
his feet. It had changed. There were several stumps of varying heights, between which were strange- looking 
plants — succulents, Will guessed — covering the ground so thickly that little of the sand showed through. They 
were black, or at least a darkish gray, and their leaves, sticking out ftom stubby central stems, were round and 
bloated and covered with a waxy cuticle. 

"Salt-loving," he proposed, nudging one of the succulents with his boot. 

"Turn that light down," Elliott ordered, scowling. She was barely out of breath, while Will and the two other 
boys gasped heavily, grateful for this small rest stop. 

Will looked up at her. "I want to know where you're taking us," he demanded, holding her stare. "You're 
going so fast, and we're all totally knackered." 

She didn't answer. 

"At least tell us what the plan is," he persisted. 

She spat, barely missing Will's knee. "The light!" she hissed through her teeth as she brought the butt of her 
rifle up threateningly. Having zero desire to get into a fight, he dutifully clicked his lantern back to the lowest 
setting. She flicked her head away from him and strode off, passing Cal, then Chester, to take the lead again. It 
reminded Will of the way Rebecca had treated him back in Highfield. He pondered whether all teenage girls had 
a similar streak of vindictiveness, and wondered again if he would ever fully understand the opposite sex. In the 
hours that followed, despite his pleas for her to slow down, it seemed to Will as though Elliott had stepped up a 
gear and was forging ahead even faster now, purely to spite him. 

The succulents grew taller as they moved farther into this new region. When they trod on the leaves, they 


made squishing noises, as if they were walking over thick mud. Every so often one of the leaves would burst with 
a loud popping sound, like a punctured balloon, filling the air with the most intense smell of sulfur. 

They began to encounter basic- looking plants in wiry tangles, like overgrown banks of brambles. Will 
thought they resembled the common horsetail, a plant he knew from its rampant growth in Highfield Cemetery. 
But these had dirty-white stems, some reaching an inch in diameter, around which were collars of black, needle- 
thin, prickly spikes. The farther the boys traveled, the denser the banks became, until the plants were almost up 
to their waists and they had a heck ofa job wading through them. 

Added to this, increasing numbers of thick trees blocked their way. Will could see that their trunks were 
covered in rough scales and guessed they were huge ferns. The abundance of them made it increasingly difficult to 
see the person in front. The air had also become intensely humid, and the boys were soon drenched in sweat. 

Will was right behind Cal as he labored along, trying to ensure his brother didn't drop behind, when he 
noticed a change in course. They were going down a slight incline, which would eventually bring them to the 
beach. He could hear thrashing up ahead as Elliott beat their way through the thick foliage, and he caught a 
fleeting glimpse of Chester. He and Cal were still on track. But where was Elliott taking them? 

They stumbled down the last of the slope and broke from the undergrowth to find themselves on the shore. 
It was the first time any of the boys had actually seen the sea. Cal and Chester stared at it in silent amazement, a 
light breeze cooling their sweaty faces. But Will's attention was absorbed by the spectacle of the huge forest from 
which they'd just emerged. In the penumbra of his lantern, it appeared so dark and impenetrable. 

Giant fernlike trees towered high above him. 

"Cycads!" Will exclaimed. "These have to be gymnosperms. The dinosaurs ate plants like this!" 

At the apex of their gently curving trunks, which had dark rings around them at regular intervals as if they 
had been built by slotting together a series of increasingly smaller cylinders, grew massive crowns of fronds. 
Some were fully open, while others were still curled up on themselves. Unlike the green leaves of cycads found 
on the earth's surface, the fronds of these huge plants were gray. 

In between these primordial trees, copses of the bloated succulents and the trailing brambles, so tightly 
interwoven, gave the impression of the thickest jungle in the dead of night. And Will could see small white 
fluttering insects dithering between the high branches of the trees. Those nearest to him were clearly the same 
species of snowy moth he had first seen in the Colony. And Will heard an infrequent, familiar sound — one that 
evoked the Topsoil countryside so strongly he smiled. The chirping of crickets! 

It was several moments before he wrenched his gaze away from the whole scene. 

Cal and Chester, both still trying to get their breath back, were throwing worried glances at the stretch of 
water before them. Will looked past the two boys to where Elliott was kneeling as she surveyed the shoreline 
through her rifle scope. 

Will went to her side, curious as to what was churning up the water so violently, and found himself standing 
at the precise spot where a fluxing white line broke its surface. It arced away into the gloom, a mass of shifting 
white striations of froth and spume on one side. 

"This is the causeway," Elliott said in an offhand manner, anticipating his question. 

She got to her feet and the boys straggled around her. 

"We're going to cross here. Ifyou slip, you'll be washed away. So don't." Her voice sounded flat, telling 
them nothing about what she was thinking. 

"There's some sort of rock outcrop under here, isn't there?" Will pondered aloud, taking a few steps 
forward to thrust his hand into the bubbling froth. "Yes... here it is." 

"I wouldn't," Elliott warned. 

Will snatched his hand back quickly. 

"There are things in there that'll take your fingers off," she continued, and as she did so she turned up her 
lantern and shone it over the water so they could see the expanse of nothingness, the huge black sheets extending 
across both sides of the causeway. Each of the boys shuddered despite the warmth of their surroundings. 

"Please tell us where you're taking us," Will begged her. "Is there any reason why you're keeping us in the 
dark?" 

His words hung in the air for several seconds before she answered. 

"All right," she said, letting out a breath. "We don't have much time, so I want you to listen carefully. OK?" 

Each of the boys muttered a yes in response. 

"I've never, ever seen so many Limiters down here in the Deeps before, and I don't like it. It's crystal clear 
that they've got something massive going on, and maybe that's why they're tying up loose ends." 

"What do you mean, loose ends?" Chester asked. 

"Renegades... us," Elliott answered. Then she tipped her light at Will. "And him." She looked down at the 
frothing water. "We're going somewhere safe so I can figure out what we should do next. Now, just follow me." 

She'd allowed them to turn their lights up several clicks, but the immensely powerful current pushed hard 
against their boots and threw up a steamy mist around them. The ledge on which they had to walk was uneven 
and coated with slippery weed. Every so often, it dipped well below the water's surface. Will could hear Chester 
grunting as he negotiated another of these most treacherous, invisible stretches, muttering with gratitude as he 
managed to get to where the ledge was more obvious again. Cal babbled up ahead, his voice often rising to a 
high pitch as ifhe was pleading for the terrifying crossing to end. There was nothing Will could do to help him — 


each boy had his own watery tightrope to walk, just trying to take the next step without sliding from the ridge into 
the roiling nightmare expanse. 

They hadn't traveled very far when they heard — they felt — a huge splash. 

"Crikey! What was that?" Chester yelped, teetering to a stop on the ledge. 

Will could have sworn he caught a flash of a broad, pale-colored tail fin no more than fifteen feet away. 
They all peered apprehensively at the spot as the choppy water becalmed again. 

"Move!" Elliott urged. 

"But... " Chester said, pointing a quivering hand toward the water. 

"MOVE!" she repeated in a growl, glancing anxiously back at the beach. "We're like ducks in a shooting 
gallery out here." 

It took them about half an hour to reach dry land again. They collapsed onto the sandy foreshore, taking in 
another wall of thick jungle before them. But Elliott didn't allow a moment's respite, immediately herding them 
onward through coppices of the succulent plants and tangled clumps of the trailing stems with black prickles, 
every bit as dense as the bush at the other end of the causeway. 

They came to a small clearing, where Elliott told them to wait, and left to scout out the rest to the area. With 
the jungle on all sides it was impossible to tell where they were, and none of them gave it a second thought. They 
were all drained, and their clothes wrung through with sweat. As the odd insect fluttered past, Will and Chester 
shared a canteen of water. 

Cal had chosen a spot in the clearing as far away from Will and Chester as he could possibly manage. 
Sitting cross-legged and staring into space, he began to rock back and forth, muttering monotonously under his 
breath. 

"What's up with him?" Chester said quietly, wiping the perspiration from his brow. 

"Dunno," Will replied, taking a large swig from the canteen. 

Just then, Cal's voice became louder and they could hear snatches of his ranting: "... and the hidden shall not 
be hidden in the eyes of the..." 

"Do you think he's all right?" Chester asked Will, who had settled back against the rucksack and closed his 
eyes with a long exhalation. 

"and it is we who shall be saved... saved... saved..." Cal was babbling. 

Will opened one eye and called crankily to his brother. 

"What'd ya say, Cal? Can't hear you, bro." 

"Didn't say anything," Cal replied defensively, sitting bolt upright with a startled expression. 

"Cal, what happened?" Chester asked the boy hesitantly. "What happened to Drake?" 

Cal crawled toward them and launched into a rambling account, backtracking as he recalled another detail 
and every so often stopping completely, in mid-sentence, to draw a quick breath before he went on. Then he told 
them about the white room with the sealed cells that he and Elliott had stumbled upon in the Bunker. 

"But this renegade — the one who was alive — what was wrong with him?" Will asked. 

"His eyes were all puffy and his face was covered in boils," Cal said. "He had some sort of disease." 

Will looked thoughtful. "So is that it?" he said. 

"What do you mean?" Chester butted in. 

"Drake knew the Styx were testing out something down here. Maybe it's a disease." 

With a small shrug, Cal continued, recounting how he and Elliott had escaped to the lava tubes. His voice 
broke. 

"Drake could have run, but he didn't, so that Elliott and I had a chance... It was like... like when Uncle Tam 
made a stand..." 

"He may not be dead." Elliott's voice came, silencing Cal. It was suffused with a mixture of anger and 
sorrow. 

Stunned by her pronouncement, they all looked at her, standing at the edge of the clearing. 

"We were careless and they had us, but the Limiters were shooting to maim, not to kill. Ifthey'd wanted us 
dead, we would be." She spun around to face Will, her recriminatory glare burning into him. "But why would 
they want to take us alive? Enlighten me, Will" 

All eyes were on him as he shook his head. 

"Come on, why would that be?" she insisted in a low growl. 

"Rebecca," Will answered quietly. 

"Not her again!" Chester exclaimed. 

Cal started to gibber another monotonous diatribe, wringing his hands together. They could all hear what he 
was saying now. "And the Lord shall be the savior to those—" 

"Stop that!" Elliott turned on him. "What are you doing? Praying?" She reached out and slapped him hard 
across the face. 

"I... uh... no..." he babbled, his arms up around his head as he cowered, thinking she was going to strike him 
again. 

"Do that and I'll finish you right here. It's alla load of hogwash. I should know, I had years of the Book of 
Catastrophes rammed down my throat in the Colony." She grabbed him by his hair and shook his head 
mercilessly. "Get a grip, kid, because this is all you've got." 


"I..." Cal began with a half sob. 

"No, listen to me, wake up, will you? You've been brainwashed," she said in a low voice, yanking his hair 
and jerking his head from side to side. "Do you remember a time before you were born?" 

"Huh?" Cal sobbed. 

"Do you?" 

"No," he stuttered uncomprehendingly. 

"No! Why is that? Because we are no different from any animal, any insect or germule." 

"Elliott, fhe wants to believe—" Chester began, unable to remain silent. 

"Keep out of it, Chester!" she snapped, not even looking at him. "We are not special, Cal. You, me, we all 
came from nothing, and that's exactly where we're all going one day, maybe soon, whether we like it or not." She 
snorted contemptuously and shoved him over onto his side. "Can't you see it's a cult? Your Book of 
Catastrophes is for the birds!" 

In the blink of an eye she was in front of Will. He girded himself, thinking he was next in line for the abuse. 
But she stood silently before him, her arms crossed belligerently over her long rifle. Rebecca had stood before 
him in this very way so many times back in Highfield, telling him off for tramping mud onto the carpet or some 
similar petty misdemeanor. 

"You're coming with me," Elliott barked. 

"What? Where?" 

"You got us into this, so you can help get us out," she snapped. 

"Help how?" 

"We're going back to the base." 

Frowning at her, Will couldn't take in what she was saying. 

"You and J are going back to the base," she said again, enunciating each word clearly. "Understand? To 
get equipment and supplies." 

"But I can't go all the way back there! I just can't," he pleaded. "I'm wrecked... I need some rest... some 
food..." 

"Tough." 

"Why don't we just go on to the next base? Drake told me..." 

She shook her head. "Too far." 

—" 

"Get up." She thrust the spare riflescope at him and he slowly rose to his feet. With a helpless glance at 
Chester, he left the clearing and followed her through the dense foliage back to the causeway. 

It was as though he were in the throes of some awful nightmare in reverse, repeating the near-death journey 
he'd just completed. At least he knew what to expect this time. 

Will wasn't really thinking by the end of his second causeway crossing. He followed Elliott mechanically, 
plodding over the stretch of sand until they came to the edge of the jungle. 

"Stop here," she ordered and, under the glow of her lantern, began kicking around, searching for something 
in the discolored sand packed at the gnarled roots of the succulents. 

"Where is it?" she said to herself} moving farther into the undergrowth. "Aha!" she exclaimed, diving down. 
She unsheathed her knife and used it to trim off the gray foliage of a small rosette-shaped plant, until all that was 
left was its ragged heart. She continued to cut away at this, reducing it to what looked like some sort of nut. She 
carefully peeled that, shedding chunks of its woody coat. Then she began to work on the kernel, which was 
about the size of an almond, slicing it into strips. She sniffed at it before holding her palm out to Will. 

"Chew on it," she said, and then sucked a strand herself off the knife blade. "Don't swallow. Just chew 
slowly." 

He nodded dubiously, grinding the fibrous strips between his incisors. They released a sharp sourness that 
made him stick out his tongue. 

She watched, pushing another strand into her mouth with a grimy finger. 

"Tastes disgusting," he said. 

"Give it a moment — it'll help." 

She was right. As he chewed, a coldness spread through his body. It was a pleasurable sensation in the 
midst of the unremitting heat and humidity, and with it came a surge of energy that blew away the leadenness from 
his limbs. He felt renewed, strong... he felt ready for anything. 

"What is this?" he asked, straightening his shoulders, his inquisitiveness returning with a vengeance. 
"Caffeine?" The only sensation he could compare it with was when his sister had made coffee back home and 
he'd tried a cup. "Caffeine?" he repeated, his voice jittery. 

"Something like that," Elliott replied with a careless smile. "Come on, let's go." 

He now found he could easily keep pace with Elliott as they steamed ahead. Moving with the fleetness of 
two cats, they traversed the sandy foreshore and then climbed the shingle incline that would take them to the wall 
of the cavern and the lava tubes. 

Will lost all track of time. They reached the base in what seemed like a matter of minutes, although he knew 
it must have taken considerably longer. It was as if he'd been outside his own body, an onlooker watching 
someone else sweat and heave for breath at the exertion of traveling so phenomenally fast. 


Elliott climbed the rope and he followed. Once they were both inside the base, she tore around like a 
whirlwind, sorting the various items they were going to take with them. It was as if she'd planned for this very 
event and knew precisely what to do. 

In the main room, which Will had only seen once before, she yanked equipment from wall hooks and swept 
all manner of things from shelves in the old metal lockers. In seconds flat, the floor was a jumble of discarded 
items, which she kicked at impatiently when they got in the way. She placed the equipment they were going to 
take just inside the doorway. Unbidden, Will began to stow it inside a pair of sizable rucksacks and two large 
bags with drawstring openings. 

Elliott suddenly fell silent. Will looked up from where he was kneeling. She was out of sight, behind one of 
the bunk beds, where she'd been yanking equipment out of Drake's locker. Whatever was in her hands, she 
carried it in such a way that Will could sense her reverence. 

"Drake's spare headset," she announced. Stopping before him, she held out her hands and offered it to him. 

Will regarded the leathery cap with its milky eyepiece and the cables trailing down to a small, flat, 
rectangular box, which swung gently in the air. 

"Huh?" he said, frowning. 

She didn't respond but held it farther toward him. 

"For me?" he asked as he took it. "Really?" 

She nodded. 

"Where did Drake get these things?" he said, examining the headset. 

"He made them. That was what he did in the Colony... The scientists took him in." 

"What do you mean, took him in? " Will asked quickly. 

"He was a Topsoiler, just like you." 

"I know — he told me," Will said. 

"The Styx grabbed him. Every so often they go to the surface to snatch people with the skills they need." 

"No kidding," Will breathed in disbelief. "So what were Drake's skills? Was he in the army of something? 
Like a commando?" 

"He was a visual optics engineer," Elliott said, pronouncing the words carefilly as if she was trying her 
tongue on an unfamiliar language. "He made these, too." She put her hand to the scope on the weapon hanging 
from her shoulder. 

"No kidding," Will said, weighing the handset in his hands. He recalled Elliott once mentioning that the Styx 
had abducted someone with the ability to develop devices that allowed them to see through the darkness. But 
Drake? Images of him flashed through Will's head: the scarred, lean man who inspired such respect next to 
stereotypical geeks wearing white lab coats with pocket protectors. 

"I really thought he'd been some sort of soldier," Will mumbled, shaking his head. "And that he'd gotten 
himself Banished from the Colony, like you." 

"I wasn't Banished!" 

Elliott responded with such passion that Will could only manage an apologetic grunt. 

"As for Drake... the Styx made him work on these. You know what I mean?" 

Will was hesitant in his reply. "They tortured him?" 

She nodded. "Until he did what they wanted. They'd haul him down here to the Deeps to field-test the 
devices, but the day came when he saw his chance and made a break for it. They must have thought they'd gotten 
all they could from him, because they didn't come looking." 

"That's so boss," Will said. "So he was a scientist, a researcher... a bit like my dad." 

Elliott made a face as if she had no idea what Will was talking about and had nothing more to add. She 
returned to the locker, where she continued to empty out its contents, every so often lobbing the odd item onto 
the bed. 

With bated breath, Will carefully put on the headset. Adjusting the strap so it was tight across his forehead, 
he made sure the lens was correctly positioned over his eye, testing it by hinging it up and down. As he tucked 
the rectangular box into a pocket, he realized how incredibly uneasy it made him to wear the contraption. He felt 
that the wasn't worthy of it. 

Maybe at the beginning, when he had first met Drake and wondered at the curious device, there would have 
been a thrill about wearing it, but not now. It had grown, in Will's mind, into an emblem of Drake's mastery of this 
underworld, a symbol of the man's standing, like a crown. It spoke of Drake's willingness to go up against the 
Styx and his supremacy over the motley pack of renegades who roamed the Deeps — and, in Will's estimation, 
Drake was set apart from these. He was the epitome of all that Will would like to become: tough, practical, and 
answerable to no one. 

Elliott gathered up some further equipment and brought it over to the packs. Dropping it, she passed Will 
without so much as a glance and disappeared into the corridor. She was back a few moments later with a box of 
stove guns. 

"Pack these and then we're out of here." 

Will placed the guns in the backpacks, which, together with the other bags, he ferried over to the entrance of 
the base. He tied the end of the rope around the whole cargo and managed to lower it to the tunnel floor. He 
didn't relish the prospect of hauling it all across the causeway and back to the island — it weighed a ton, and he 


suspected he'd be the one to bear the greater portion of it. 

As he stood by the top of the rope, he noticed that Elliott was walking slowly from room to room. Was she 
checking to make sure she hadn't forgotten anything or just having a last look, suspecting she'd never see the place 
again? 

"OK, let's go," she said as she joined him by the entrance. 

She slid down the rope, and as soon as they were both at the bottom he untied the packs and bags. As he 
straightened up, he noticed she appeared to be reading a roll of material. 

"What's that?" he said. 

She snapped at him to be quiet. When she'd finished she looked across at him. 

Will just stared back. 

"The message is about Drake... it was pinned to the rope," she replied. "It's from another renegade." 

"But... but I only just let the... I didn't see anyone," Will stammered, scanning the shadows, terrified that they 
were going to be ambushed by the likes of that creepy Tom Cox. 

"No, you wouldn't have, and anyway, this is from someone we know — a friend. We need to get a move 
on," she said. From one of the bags, she whipped out the biggest charge Will had seen so far. She anchored the 
gunmetal- gray canister, the size ofa large can of paint, to the rock wall under where the rope hung, then she 
backed toward the opposite side of the tunnel, feeding out an almost invisible trip wire behind her. Will didn't 
have to ask: Elliott was setting a powerful explosive in case anyone came looking for the base — so powerful that 
the whole place would be buried under tons of rubble. 

She tested her handiwork, plucking the tautly stretched wire, which gave a threatening twang. After pulling 
out the pin to arm it, she returned to Will. 

"So what now? Do we take this with us?" he asked, pointing at the bags. 

"Forget it." 

"We're not going to the island?" 

"Change of plan," she said, her eyes flashing with a fierce determination. He knew then that she had 
something else in mind, and that they weren't going back to join Chester and Cal. 

"Oh," Will said as it sank in. 

"We've got to get to the other side of the plain, and quick." She looked furtively up and down the tunnel, 
sniffing several times. 

"Why?" Will asked, to which she held up her hand, silencing him. 

He heard it, too. A low whine. Even as he listened, the whining grew louder and louder until it became a 
howl. He felt the gentle breeze on his face and saw it tug at the ends of Elliott's shemagh. 

"A Levant," she said, then exclaimed, "the wind's coming: Just our luck!" 

Will reeled on his feet as if about to collapse at the thought of facing it, exposed, in the Deeps. Elliott eyed 
him with concern, then ferreted around in her pocket and offered some more of the root. He took several pieces 
and chewed on them grimly, tasting the sourness as it spread over his tongue. 

"Better?" she asked. 

He nodded in acknowledgment, seeing in her eyes not the concern ofa friend, but something cold and 
detached, a clinical professionalism. She needed someone to assist her; she didn't really care about him. 

"Try the headset," she ordered as he continued to chew. 

He nodded, flipping down the eyepiece, then fumbling for the switch on the box in his pocket. There was a 
faint tone — it began to build, reaching a high pitch and then descending in octaves to a lower sound, so barely 
audible that he couldn't tell ifhe was hearing it or just feeling it through his cranium. 

"Shut your left eye — just use the one behind the lens," Eliott directed him. 

He did as she said, blinking his left eye shut, but could see nothing at all through his right eye, the lens tightly 
pressed to it. Just as he was beginning to think the device might be faulty, dim points started to swirl, as if ocean 
waters were being stirred to reveal an eerie phosphorescence beneath their depths. From an initial amber, it 
rapidly transformed into a brighter yellow, until it almost hurt. Everything was intensely visible, as if bathed in stark 
sunlight. He looked around, at his dirt-ingrained hands, at Elliott securing the shemagh over her face, at the wisps 
of blurry darkness rolling toward them. 

"Have you been ina Black Wind before?" Elliott asked. 

"Not in one," he said, remembering when he and Cal had watched the clouds from behind closed windows 
in the Colony. Cal's words came back to him: The boy had mimicked a nasal Styx voice: "...pernicious to those 
that it encounters, it sears the flesh." 

Will quickly looked at Elliott. "Aren't they, like, poisonous? 

"No." She snorted derisively. "It's only dust, garden-variety dust, blown up from the Interior. You 
shouldn't believe anything the White Necks tell you." 

"I don't," Will replied indignantly. 

She hefted up her rifle and turned toward the Great Plain. "Let's roll." 

He followed behind her, his heart yammering against his rib cage from both the effects of the strange root 
and anticipation. The X-ray-like vision that the headset gave him, cutting through the darkness like an invisible 
searchlight, lifted his spirits. 

As soon as Will emerged from the water on the other side of the sump, he saw that the landscape was 


already laced with feathery tendrils of darkness. The spumelike clouds would soon blot out everything. Drake's 
night- vision device would be of no help whatsoever in these conditions. 

"These storms are really thick — won't we get lost?" he asked Elliott as the blackness bled toward them. 

"Not a chance," she said dismissively, passing a length of rope around her wrist, knotting it , then giving him 
the other end to tie around his waist. "Where this goes, you go," she said. "But if you feel me tug twice, you stop 
dead. Got that?" 

"Righto," he replied, feeling a bit removed from the whole situation. 

They moved fleetly, sinking into the inkiness so that he couldn't see her even though she was only a few feet 
in front of him. The smokelike fog clogged his nostrils and coated his face in a fine, dry dust. Several times he 
was forced to clutch at his nose to stifle a sneeze, and his left eye, unprotected by the night-vision device, was 
clotted and watering. 

He felt two tugs and halted immediately, crouching low while he scanned around alertly. Elliott slipped out 
of the mist and kneeled down, signaling with a finger pressed to her lips that he should remain silent. 

She leaned into him until the shemagh over her mouth brushed his ear. "Listen," she whispered through tt. 

He heard the faraway howling ofa dog. Then... a horrible scream. 

A man’s scream. 

Of the most acute agony. 

Elliott's head was inclined to one side, and her eyes — the only part of her that he could see — told him 
nothing, 

"We must hurry." 

Horrible prolonged wails of suffering wafted backward and forward as if channeled between the palls of 
smoke, which sometimes cleared to give them a fleeting view of the ground or made strange, shifting corridors 
down which they moved. 

Louder and louder the cries came, accompanying the low howls of dogs, as if some grisly opera of perdition 
were being sung. 

The ground began to rise under Will's feet and his boot crunched on a pink crystal — a desert rose. They 
were climbing the slope of the large amphitheater-like clearing where Drake and Elliott had first sneaked up on 
him and Chester. The same place he had witnessed the horrific slaughter of renegades and Coprolites by the 
Limiters. 

There was a high keening — more animal than human — immediately followed by a sudden, soul-searing 
scream. Will couldn't pinpoint from which direction it had come — it was as if it had hit the stone roof above and 
was falling and scattering in a rain of noise all around him. The combination of that noise, which made his stomach 
churn with fear, and the memory of the Styx's murderous actions made him want to fall to the loose surface of the 
slope and wrap his arms over his head. But he couldn't; the rope between him and Elliott was uncompromising, 
urging him on, drawing him toward something he knew he didn't want to see. 

She tugged twice and he stood still. 

She was at his side before he knew it. She waved him forward with a slow gesture of her hand, ending it 
with a patting motion. He nodded, understanding: She wanted him to advance cautiously, keeping as low as 
possible. 

As they crawled, she kept stopping without warning. He bumped his head against her boots several times. 
But she never stopped for long. Will assumed she was listening to check for anyone close by. 

The Black Wind seemed to be abating. Little stretches of the slope opened before them, fuzzy scenes of the 
moonscape surface. Will's night-vision device occasionally blanked and then became a static snowstorm before it 
reset. These blips only lasted for fractions of a second, but they brought back memories of the times his mother 
— his adoptive mother, as he had to keep reminding himself— flew into a rage because her beloved TV was on 
the fritz. Will shook his head — those days were so easy and carefree, and so ridiculously inconsequential. 

The appalling screaming rose again from somewhere up ahead. They could hear it so much more clearly 
now. Elliott froze and looked back at him over her shoulder, her eyes furtive and terrified. Her fear was 
infectious — he felt it wash through him like a cold wave. 

Why had they come here? What was it? What was wrong? 

He was confused by Elliott's reaction. Ifthe massacre he'd witnessed here before, with Chester, was being 
repeated, then it wouldn't have warranted such a response. She'd kept cool on that occasion, disturbing as the 
incident had been. 

They continued to crawl on their bellies, arm over arm, across the gypsum, inching up the incline until the 
wind blew harder on their faces and whipped up tiny dust devils around them. 

The carbon pall of the Black Wind was retreating. 

They came to the rim of the crater. 

Elliott's rifle was already up. 

She said something, muffled and indistinct under the layers of cloth covering her mouth. She pulled back the 
shemagh, pressing her cheek hard into the stock of the rifle. She was shaking, the barrel of the gun quivering 
unsteadily. Why? What was wrong? 

Everything was happening too fast. 

The lens over his eye crackled with static again, like a machine blink, and then he focused on the scene. 


There were lights on tripod stands, randomly arranged, and a decent number of figures, too far away for him to 
make out in any detail. A haze of dust clouds drifted in the intervening distance, like random curtains sweeping 
across his view, sometimes drawing apart to reveal the scene, sometimes closing to obscure it. 

He moved across to Elliott, coiling the rope that connected them as he went. 

"What is it?" he whispered, close to her ear. 

"T think... I think it's Drake," she answered. 

"So he's alive?" he gasped. 

She didn't answer. 

"They've got him prisoner?" he asked. 

"Worse," she said, a tautness to her voice. "Tom Cox... he's there. He's gone over to the other side... he's 
working with the Styx..." She lapsed into a croak that was swallowed by the howls of the wind. 

"What are they doing to Drake?" 

As she continued to look through her rifle scope, Elliott could hardly talk. "If it's really him, they're... a 
Limiter is..." She lifted her head from the rifle and shook it violently. "They're torturing him on a stake. Tom Cox 
is... is laughing... that evil smear of a—" 

Another wail of agony, even more dreadful than the last, cut her off. 

"I can't watch any longer... I can't let this go on," she said, gritting her teeth determinedly and staring straight 
into Will's eyes, her pupils turned to the deepest, darkest amber through his night- vision device. 

"I have to... he'd do the same for me..." she said as she adjusted the magnification on her scope. Digging her 
elbows into the dirt and bracing her arms to steady the rifle, she inhaled and exhaled several times in quick 
succession, then held in the final breath. 

Will watched her dumbly. "Elliott?" he asked, his voice quavering. "You're not—" 

"Can't get a shot... the clouds... can't see..." she said, letting out a breath. 

The seconds passed, as long as years. 

"Oh, Drake," she said, her words lost to the wind. 

Then she inhaled again and took aim. 

She fired. 

The crack of the rifle made Will jump out ofhis skin. The report echoed around, rolling across the plain and 
back to him, time and time again, until there was just the whine of the Levant again in his ears. 

Will peered into the inky distance, then at her. 

She was shivering badly. 

"I don't know if did it... the bloody, bloody clouds... I... " 

She worked the bolt of the rifle to chamber a new round, then suddenly pushed the weapon at Will. 

"You look." 

He drew back. 

"Take it," she ordered him. 

He reluctantly held the rifle just as he'd seen Elliott do and, flipping the lens up over his eye, peered through 
the scope. It felt cold — and wet — but he couldn't think about that now. He was getting his bearings on the 
group down in the base of the crater. The scope was set on a high magnification, and in his nexperienced hands 
he panned it erratically as he tried to locate them. 

There! He caught a glimpse ofa Limiter! 

He panned back. Another Limiter! No, it was the same one, standing by himself Will held the rifle steady 
on him, they Styx's terrifying face in pin-sharp focus. Will's stomach fell through the floor: The Limiter was 
looking up, looking up at the ridge where he and Elliott were lying. The Will saw other figures, other Styx, running 
behind him. He moved the scope. 

Where's Drake? 

The wizened form of Tom Cox came into focus. He was holding a blade — it shone in the light. Then Will 
saw the stake. On it was a body. He thought he recognized the jacket. Drake! 

Will couldn't bear to look too closely, and he was assisted in this by the distance and the remaining clouds 
from the Black Wind. Just as he was getting a grip, he noticed that there was a darkness sprayed around Drake, 
all over the ground. Through the scope it was not red, but darker, and it reflected the light, like molten bronze. 
Will broke out in a cold sweat. 

This is not real. I am not here. 

"Did I get him?" Elliott pressed Will. 

Will angled the rifle up so he could see only Drake's head. 

"I can't tell..." 

Will couldn't see Drake's face; his head was bent forward. 

Distant reports of shots echoed toward Will and Elliott. The Limiters were returning fire. 

"Will, concentrate — they're homing in on us," Elliott hissed at him. "I need to know ifI did it." 

Will tried to hold the scope steady on Drake's head. Clouds swirled in his field of view. 

"Can't see..." 

"You must!" Elliott snapped, her voice distorted with desperation. 

Then Drake's head moved. 


"Oh God!" Will exhaled with horror. "Looks like he's still alive." Try not to think. 

"Put another round in him... quickly," Elliott begged. 

"No way!" Will spat. 

"Do it! Put him out of his misery." 

Will shook his head. J am not here. This is not me. This is not happening. 

"No way," he gasped again, feeling as though he was going to cry. "I can't do that!" 

"Just do it. We don't have time. They'll be coming." 

Will raised the rifle and took in a shuddering breath. 

"Don't jerk the trigger... squeeze it off... smoothly..." Elliott said. 

He shifted the crosshairs from Drake's head, resting them squarely on the man's chest. Will told himself he 
would be less likely to miss him there. But this was all crazy, haywire. Will didn't have it in him to actually kill 
anyone. 

"I can't do this." 

"You must," Elliott pleaded. "He'd do it for us. You have to..." 

Will tried to silence his mind. This is not real. I am watching a movie. These are not my actions. 

"Help him," she said. "Now!" 

Will's whole body tensed, rebelling at what it knew he must do. The intersection of the crosshairs moved 
unsteadily, but it was roughly on the right place, aiming at the heart of the man he admired so much, now horribly 
mutilated. Do it, do it, do it! Increasing the pressure on the trigger, he shut his eyes. The rifle went off He cried 
out as it bucked in his hands, the telescopic sight ramming his brow as it recoiled. He'd never shot a rifle before. 
Breathing rapidly, he lowered the weapon. 

The sharp tang of cordite from the shot filled Will's nostrils. The smell, so reminiscent of fireworks, would 
mean something completely different to him from that moment on. More than that, it was as if Will was now 
marked, as if things would never again be the same. J will carry this with me until the day I die. I might have 
killed a man! 

Elliott leaned against Will, passing her arms through his, their faces touching as she worked the bolt of the 
rifle. The intimacy meant nothing in that instant. The spent cartridge spun into the darkness as she rammed a new 
round into the chamber. Will tried to pass the weapon to her, but she pushed back, wrenching up the muzzle of 
the rifle. "No! Make sure!" she ordered in a hissed shout. 

Will reluctantly put his eye to the scope again, trying to locate the stake and Drake's body. He couldn't. 
The view zoomed this way and that, a blur. Then he found it, but his supporting arm slipped. He tried again. 
And saw... 

Rebecca. 

She was standing between two tall Limiters, somewhere to the left of Drake. 

She was looking in his direction. Straight at him. 

He felt like he was falling. 

"Did you get him?" Elliott asked, her voice a croak. 

But Will was locked on Rebecca. Her hair was drawn back tightly, and she was dressed in one of the 
Limiters' long coats with the blocklike patches of camouflage. 

It was her. 

He saw her face. 

She was smiling. 

She waved. 

More gunshots rang out, spits of lead reaming through what was left of the misty clouds. As the Limiters 
zeroed in, shots landed nearer to him and Elliott, one so close that shards of rock pelted them. 

"Did you?" 

"I think so," he said to Elliott. 

"Make sure," she pleaded. 

He scanned quickly over Drake's body and the stake, but Rebecca was again in his sight, large as life. She 
seemed to have taken offher coat in the short time since he had first spotted her, and had moved way over to the 
other side of the stake. Suddenly he thought how easy it would be to shoot her. But even though he might have 
just killed Drake, he knew he didn't have the stomach to kill Rebecca — despite the intense hatred he felt for her. 

"Well?" Elliott said, cutting through his thoughts. 

"Yes, I think so," he lied as he pushed the rifle back at her. He had no idea whether he'd hit Drake, and 
didn't want to know. 

He just didn't want to know. 

And Rebecca. She had been there while the ghastly torture had been going on. 

His little sister! 

Her smiling face, her smug, self-satisfied face — the same face that had confronted him time and time again 
when he was late for dinner or tracked mud onto the carpet or left the light on in the bathroom... a disapproving 
and superior smile that spoke of authority and even domination... 

He had to escape, to get away. 

He got up, yanking Elliott with him by the rope. They ran wildly down the slope, as fast as they could, Will 


almost pulling Elliott offher feet. 

As they reached the bottom of the incline, there was a flash of light. Amplified by the lens of Drake's device, 
it filled his eye with a searing, painful brilliance. He yelped. But no, it wasn't the Limiters. It was the electrical 
storm that always followed a Black Wind. The exposed hairs on his head and forearms bristled with the static. 

Massive sparkling balls of electrical discharge bobbed and rolled around them. There came another blinding 
flash and a deafening whiplash crack. A huge serpentine tongue of blue lightning speared horizontally over the 
ground, then split in two, each prong multiplying into many more until the tiny forks disappeared into nothing. The 
air was thick with the reek of ozone, just as if it was a true Topsoil thunderstorm. 

"Turn that off!" he heard Elliott call, but he was already fumbling for the brass switch on the box in his 
pocket. He knew that intense light might damage the night-vision device. There were so many crackling spheres 
of angry light spinning out from the remaining dust clouds, rolling around the plain in all directions, that the whole 
area was lit up like an exploding fireworks factory. 

Will heard shots and caught the vicious barking of dogs. 

"Stalkers!" he yelled at Elhott. 

She snatched a leathery wallet from inside her jacket and ripped off the top. She scattered its contents over 
the ground as they went, then threw down the empty wallet and kept moving. A small electrical ball of spluttering 
sparks zipped not inches from her, like some delinquent Tinkerbell, but she didn't slow, almost passing through its 
circumference. 

They came to the edge of the Great Plain. 

Then they were in one of the lava tubes, and in darkness again, the glow of the electrical storm flickering 
faintly behind them. Turning his headset back on, Will saw that Elliott was again taking another of the leathery 
packets from inside her jacket as she ran. 

"What're you doing? What is that stuff?" Will panted. 

"Parchers." 

"Huh?" 

"Stops the stalkers dead in their tracks. Burns them something awful," she told him, pointing to her nose 
with a malicious grin. 

He looked back and caught the sublime glow of pure yellow as some of the powder fell in a pool of water. 
He knew he'd seen it before... it was giving off the same glow as the bacteria that he, Chester, and Cal had come 
across. Genius. Ifa dog sniffed it up, it would scorch its nasal membranes. He laughed. It would render them 
useless as trackers. 

They ran and ran. He fell, sprawling, knocking his chin against the rough ground. Elliott helped him up. As 
he leaned against the wall, trying to get back his breath, she rigged a charge across the tunnel. 

She shouted him on again. 
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Will blasted into the clearing and skidded to a halt. With his hands on his knees, he bent over, gulping hard 
to get air into his lungs. 

Chester and Cal both leaped to their feet in surprise. Will was an alarming sight: his face filthy from the dust 
storm and streaked with sweat, Drake's lens over one of his eyes, and the skin around the other smeared with 
fresh blood from the cut on his brow when he'd fallen. 

"Wh-what's happened?" Chester stuttered. 

"That's not Drake's, is t?" Cal asked at the same time, pointing to the headset. 

"I... had... to... " Will got out between breaths. 

Still gasping and swallowing air, he shook his head. 

"I... " he tried again. 

"We killed Drake," Eliott said flatly, stepping out from behind Will and into the weak light cast by Cal's 
lantern. "At least we think we did. Will finished him off" The air was thick with insects, swarms of them, the size 
of malnourished mosquitoes, and she waved her hand in front of her face to shoo them away. Then she glanced 
down around her feet and plucked a frond from a fern, which she crushed in her hand. She swiped her palm 
across her forehead and cheeks. The effect was miraculous, the insects immediately avoiding her as if she were 
protected by an invisible force field. 

"Will did what? " Cal asked as Chester, already itching with bug bites, took a frond from the same fern and 
repeated Elhott's quick ritual. Will seemed to be oblivious to the insects crawling all over his face; his uncovered 
eye was glazed as it stared into the distance. 

"We had to. They were torturing him. That scum bucket Tom Cox was there, too, helping them," Elliott 
said huskily, then spat on the ground. 

"No," Chester said, aghast. 

"And Rebecca," Will added, still gazing at nothing in particular. Elliott's head jerked toward him, and he 


continued, still puffing. "She was with the Limiters." He paused to gulp down more air. "Somehow she knew I 
was there. I swear she was looking straight at me... She smiled at me. She waved!" 

"Now you tell me!" Elliott growled. "With Cox switching sides it was risky enough us going to the base for 
the equipment. But now there's no way I'm going to take that chance. Not with that Styx out for your blood." 

Will bowed his head, still struggling to get his breath back. "Perhaps it would be better if I... if I gave myself 
up. It might put an end to all this. It might stop her." 

For an agonizing few seconds all eyes were on Will, and he looked from one face to another, hoping none of 
them would agree with his suggestion. Then Elliott spoke up. 

"No, I don't think it'd make any difference," she said with the bleakest of expressions and, picking a 
fragment of fern from her upper lip, spat again. "I don't think that would help any ofus. This Rebecca sounds like 
the type who makes a clean sweep of things." 

"Oh, she is that," Will agreed despondently. "She certainly likes everything to be tidy." 


37 


"Whoa, boy!" 

Sarah catered around a turn in the lava tube, her feet sending out a slew of gravel as Bartleby tore forward, 
almost wrenching her over. 

"Easy, easy!" she shouted, digging in her heels and using all her strength to try to rein him back. Within a 
few feet she managed to bring him to a stop. Still breathing heavily from the effort, she grabbed his collar had held 
him tight. She was grateful for the briefest; the muscles in her arms were burning, and she sincerely doubted 
she'd be able to keep the cat in check for much longer ifhe didn't let up a little. 

As he stiffly twisted his head around, she could see a large vein throbbing under the flaking gray skin of his 
wide temple, and the flickering wildness in his eyes. His nostrils flared wide: The scent was strong now, and he 
was well on the trail. 

She rewrapped the thick leather leash around her chafed hand. Readying herself with a couple of deep 
breaths, she then released Bartleby's collar. He surged forward, the leash giving a resounding thwack as it 
snapped taut again. 

"Steady, Bartleby!" she gasped. This command struck a chord of sorts in the overexcited animal's brain, 
and he eased up slightly. 

As she continued to talk soothingly to the car, pleading with him to keep calm, she felt the disapproval 
radiating from the four shadows lurking a little way off The quartet of Limiters, unlike her and the crazed cat, 
moved as silently as ghosts. They usually blended in so well with the terrain that they were invisible but, at the 
moment, they were allowing themselves to be seen, as if they wanted her to feel intimidated. If that was the 
intention, it was certainly having the desired effect. 

She felt profoundly uneasy. 

Rebecca had promised her a free hand to track down Will. So why the escort? And why had Rebecca 
gone to the trouble of involving her at all, when she had absolutely no experience in this environment and when 
highly skilled soldiers were being deployed at the same time? It didn't add up. 

With this thought burning in the back of her mind, Bartleby lurched forward again, dragging her after him 
whether she wanted to go or not. 


* * * * * 


Elliott took them out of the clearmg and through some dense scrub, Will stumbling and thrashing behind. 
They found themselves on a strip of shoreline again. She took them along the water's edge and a short distance 
into what, in the pitch-black, looked like the beginning of an inlet. 

Will was ina bad way. The effects of the root had worn off and his fatigue had caught up. He walked stift- 
legged, like some sort of Frankenstein's monster, the headset only adding to this impression. Elliott watched him 
closely. 

"He's fried: he needs some shut-eye," she said to Chester and Cal, as if Will wasn't present — and indeed 
he didn't react to her comment, swaying where he stood. "He's no use to anyone right now." 

Chester and Cal exchanged looks. 

"No use?" Chester echoed. 

"Yes, and that's not good enough." She turned to Cal, running her eye over him. "How about you? How's 
the leg, kid?" 

Chester realized that she was evaluating them and it put him on edge. He didn't delude himself that they all 
needed to be up to the challenge of escaping from the Styx. But her question was more than a little ominous. 

"His leg's much better. He's been resting it," he put in quickly, throwing a sharp look at Cal, who was a little 
surprised at Chester's intervention. 


"Can't he speak for himself?" Elliott glowered. 

"Oh, yes, sorry," Chester mumbled apologetically. 

"So how is it?" 

"Like Chester said... much better," Cal replied, flexing his leg to try to put Elliott's mind at rest. In truth it 
was incredibly stiff, and each time he put any weight on it he didn't know if it was going to support him or not. 

Elliott studied Cal's face for a second, then switched her attention to Chester, who wondered whether he 
would come up to scratch. But before she could issue any judgments, Will mumbled the word tired — just once 
— sat down heavily, and flopped onto his back. Snoring loudly, he immediately fell into the deepest of slumbers. 

"He's out. He'll be right as rain in a couple of hours," Elliott said, then addressed Cal. "You stay with your 
brother." She handed him the loose rifle scope. "And keep an eye on the foreshore... particularly the causeway." 
She pomted at the sea and the impenetrable blackness. "I need to know if you see anything, anything at all, 
however small. It's really important you stay alert... got that?" 

"Why, where are you going?" Cal asked, trying to keep the anxiety from his voice. He'd been worried 
before that he would be abandoned, and now that Elliott had lost Drake, the fear returned in spades. Was she 
planning to slope off with Chester and leave him and Will high and dry? 

"Not far... just need to do some foraging," she told him. "Look after this, too," she said, shrugging off her 
rucksack and dropping it beside Will's still form. That single action allayed Cal's fears — Elliott wasn't going to 
get very far without her kit. He watched as she pulled out a couple of sacks from the side pocket and then, 
accompanied by Chester, slipped into the darkness. 

"How are you doing?" Chester asked Elliott as he walked beside her. He was using the lantern on its lowest 
setting, shielding it with his hand so there was the thinnest strip of light to illuminate the way. As ever, Elliott didn't 
require any light, seeming to possess a preternatural awareness of her surroundings. They were moving deeper 
into the inlet, keeping the dense undergrowth to their left and the sea to their right. 

Elliott didn't reply to his question, maintaining a brooding silence. Knowing how distraught she must be at 
Drake's death, Chester felt compelled to say something, but found it incredibly difficult to do so. Although he'd 
spent a considerable amount of time with her on their patrols together, it wasn't as though they spoke much on 
these outings. He realized he hadn't actually gotten to know her any better since that day when she and Drake 
had grabbed him and Will. She kept to herself, as elusive as a faint breeze in the dead of mght that you could feel 
but you couldn't touch. 

He tried again. 

"Elliott, are you... are you really all right?" 

"Don't you worry 'bout me," came the curt response. 

"I just want you to know we're all very sorry about Drake... We owe him for... for everything." Chester 
paused for a few moments. "Was it awful, back there, when Will had to... uh... to...?" 

Without any warning she came to a stop and shoved him hard in the chest, with such unbridled aggression 
that Chester was completely taken aback. "Don't try to mollycoddle me! I don't need anyone's sympathy!" 

"I wasn't—" 

"Just drop it, will you?" 

"Look, I'm worried about you," he said indignantly. "We're all worried about you." 

As she stood there, she seemed to mellow a little, and there was a huskiness to her voice when she finally 
spoke. "I just can't accept that he's dead." She let out a sob. "He often talked of the day that would come for 
one or both of us, and that it was just another turn of the wheel. He said you have to be prepared for it but not let 
it drag you down. He said not to look back, and to make the most of the moment you're in..." She repositioned 
her rifle over her shoulder, fidgeting with the strap. "I'm trying to do that, but it's hard." 

As Chester looked at her, her face hazy in the dim light cast by his lantern, the tough exterior seemed to 
drop away, revealing a very frightened, very lost teenage girl. Perhaps, for the first time, he was seeing the real 
Elliott. 

"We're in this together," he said warmly, his heart going out to her. 

"Thanks," she replied in a subdued voice, avoiding his eyes. "We should get going." 

They came eventually to a small strip of shoreline that appeared as ifa shadow was cast across it. As 
Chester discovered when he examined it more closely, this had nothing to do with the light: A darker and heavier 
sediment had collected in these shallow waters. 

"Should be rich pickings here," Elliott announced, and handed the sacks to Chester. She walked into the 
water and, stooping over, passed her hands through tt. 

Stepping sideways and still searching, she moved along the margin of the water, then suddenly straightened 
up with an exultant yell. A large animal flapped in her hands. A foot and a half from head to tail, its silvery body 
resembled a flattened cone with undulating fins down either side, which rippled crazily as if it was trying to swim 
away through the air. On the top of its head it had a pair of huge, black, compound eyes, and on the underside 
were two grasping appendages with spines extending from them; these were trying to curl around to reach Elliott's 
hands as she fought to keep her grip on the beast. She spun around and splashed back to the beach, Chester 
falling over in an effort to get out of her way. 

"Yipes!" he cried. "What's that?" 

Elliott swung down the animal, smashing it against a rock. Chester didn't know if she'd killed it or merely 


stunned it, but it seemed to still be moving, only very slowly now. 

She rolled it onto its back, and Chester saw the two appendages still flexing and its circular mouth, lined 
around its circumference with tens of glistening white needles. 

"They're called night crabs. Really tasty." 

Chester swallowed, so disgusted he thought he was going to be sick. "I swear it's just a ginormous 
silverfish," he groaned. He was still lying where he'd fallen. Elliott glanced at the sacks where he'd dropped them, 
marched over, and pushed the animal inside one. 

"That's the main course," she said. "Now let's—" 

"Don't tell me you're going to catch another of those things," Chester pleaded, his voice high, bordering on 
hysterical. 

"No, that's not likely," she replied. "Night crabs are pretty scarce. And only the younger ones come this far 
in to feed. We lucked out." 

"Yeah, score," Chester said, only now standing up and brushing himself down. 

Elliott was already back in the water, this time shoving her arms deep into the mud. "And these are what the 
crab was looking for," she informed Chester. Thick mud covered her arms up to the elbows as she pulled them 
out. She held her hand out to Chester so he could see the two curved shells in her palm. 

"What a treat: mollusks! I'll see if there are any more." 

Chester gave an involuntary shudder at the idea that she actually expected him to eat any of these creatures. 

"Go on, knock yourself out," he said. 


* * * * * 


As they made their way back along the beach, Chester had an intimation that things weren't as they should 
be. A complete lack of movement; no wave or call of acknowledgment from Cal. Eliott, livid, made straight for 
the boy. Although he was still in a sitting position, his head hung awkwardly forward as he dozed next to his 
brother, who was similarly dead to the world. 

"Doesn't anyone listen to me around here?" she said to Chester. She was apoplectic — he could hear the 
breath hissing between her teeth. "Didn't I make it clear he needed to keep on his toes?" 

"Yes, you did," Chester answered loudly. 

"Shush!" she ordered him as she moved a small distance down the beach, where she raised her rifle to scour 
the horizon. Chester waited by the two slumbering boys until she returned. 

"Drake wouldn't have let this go," she said tensely, pacing up and down behind Cal like a lioness about to 
strike. Cal remained blissfully unaware of her silent fury, his head swaying gently as he slept on. 

"What do you mean?" Chester asked, trying to read the look in her eyes. 

"He would've dumped him here. Upped camp and let him fend for himself," she said. 

"That's way harsh — how long do you think Cal would last on his own?" Chester objected. "It would be 
like passing a death sentence on him!" 

"Too bad." 

"You can't do that to him," Chester spluttered. "You have to cut him some slack. The poor kid's absolutely 
knackered. We all are." 

But she was deadly serious. 

"Don't you get it? By falling asleep, he might have dragged us all down with him," she said as she threw a 
glance over the water. "We don't know what they're going to throw at us next... If it's Limiters, J probably won't 
even see them coming. But it could be civilians — they're often sent in as the vanguard because they're a dime a 
dozen — pure cannon fodder, collateral. That's how the Styx operate sometimes... the soldiers follow in later on 
to mop up." 

"Yes, but—" Chester said. 

"No, you listen. You make one mistake and you'll end up facedown in that," she said frostily, thumbing at 
the sea. She deliberated for a moment, then slung her rifle over her shoulder, stepped behind Cal, and slapped 
him hard on the back of the head. 

"ARGHHHHH!" he cried, smacked wide awake. He leaped up, his arms waving wildly. Then he realized 
that it had been Elliott and glared at her. 

"S'pose this is your idea ofa joke?" he said, huffing resentfully. "Well, I don't think it's funny..." 

At the sight of her stony face, his protestations shriveled on his lips. 

"You do not fall asleep on watch!" she barked menacingly. 

"No," he said, smoothing down his shirt and looking thoroughly abashed. 

"Thought I heard voices," Will said drowsily, rubbing his eyes with his knuckles as he sat up. "What's going 
on?" 

"Nothing, just getting dinner ready," Elliott told him. Unseen by Will, she gave Cal a last lingering stare as 
she swiped her hand across her throat in a cutting motion. He nodded glumly. 


* * * * * 


Elliott dug a hollow in the sand, then dispatched Chester and Cal to collect some brush, which she placed 
around its edge. Once everything was to her satisfaction, she lit a small fire deep in the pit. As it grew, she further 
adjusted the brush as a precaution against any stray light leaking out. 

While she was busy tending the flames, Will staggered over to a series of rock pools by the sea's edge. He 
swung up the lens from over his eye and doused his face with water. Then he seemed to take forever to clean his 
hands, alternately scrubbing them with wet sand and rinsing them, repeating the process over and over again ina 
slow, methodical way. 

"Do you think I should check on him? He's acting a bit strange," Chester asked Elliott as he watched his 
friend's compulsive behavior. "What's wrong with his hands?" 

"A ftereflects," she said simply, leaving Chester and Cal none the wiser. 

Both boys were actually relieved that the opportunity to talk to Will hadn't presented itself. The act of killing 
had set him apart, putting him in a place they couldn't begin to understand. 

So how should they treat him? The question was at the forefront of both their minds. They certainly 
couldn't pat him on the back and congratulate him. Should they try to commiserate with him over Drake's death, 
to console him, when he'd been the cause? The reality was that they were more than a little in awe of Wil. How 
did he feel about what he'd done? Not only did he have blood on his hands from shooting and killing another 
human being, it was Drake... one of their own... their guardian and friend... his friend. 

As Chester gave Elliott a considered look, he wondered again how she was dealing with it. After her brief 
moment of vulnerability on the beach, she seemed to have reverted to her old self and to be throwing herself 
wholeheartedly into looking after them. Chester's train of thought was broken as Elliott hoisted the night crab out 
of the sack and dropped it onto the sand. It was just as lively as when she'd caught it, and she had to place her 
foot on it to stop it from escaping. 

Chester saw that Will was coming toward them. His movements were still sluggish, as ifhe wasn't yet fully 
awake. Although dripping with water, he hadn't washed his face very successfully: Large sooty patches persisted 
under his eyes and across his forehead and neck, and dark smudges dappled his white hair. Under different 
circumstances, Chester might have joked that Will bore a striking resemblance to a panda. 

Will came to a halt a short distance away, refusing to make eye contact with any of them. Instead he bowed 
his head to look at his feet and scratched at the palm of his hand with an index finger, as if trying to remove 
something from it with his nail. 

"What did I do?" he said. It was difficult to understand him; his speech was slurred as if his mouth was 
numb, and still he didn't cease picking at his hand. 

"Stop that!" Eliott said sharply. 

Will quit scratching and let his arms hang limply at his sides, his shoulders sagging. As Chester watched, a 
droplet detached itself from Will's face and sparkled momentarily as it caught the light. But Chester couldn't tell if 
it was a tear or merely seawater. 

"Look at me," Elliott ordered Will. 

Will didn't move. 

"I said look at me!" 

Will raised his head and regarded Elliott groggily. 

"That's better. Now let's get something straight... we did what we had to," she told him firmly, then softened 
her voice. "I'm not thinking about it... You do the same." 

"I... "he stammered, shaking his head slowly. 

"No, don't... Listen to me. You made the second shot because I couldn't. I failed Drake, but you didn't. 
You did the right thing... for him." 

"OK," he eventually replied, the word almost lost ina sigh. "Did you mention something about dinner?" he 
asked after a long pause. The look of despair was still deep in his black-ringed eyes. 

"How do you feel?" she asked, remembering the night crab she was standing on — and not a moment too 
soon, as it rippled its fins in the sand to dig itself out, frantically trying to get back to the water. 

"Rough," he said. "My head's stopped buzzing, but my stomach feels like it's been on a roller coaster." 

"You need to get some hot food in you," she said, lifting her foot from the night crab as she unleashed her 
knife. The appendages under its head were flexing like animated TV antennae. 

For a split second of silence, Will took in the creature, then cried out: 

"Anomalocaris canadensis!" 

To everyone's surprise, his demeanor went through a rapid transformation. He became wildly excited, 
jumping up and down and waving his arms. 

Elliott flipped over the night crab and positioned her knife in the join between segments on tts flat belly. 

"Hey!" Will screeched. "No!" He stuck out a hand to stop Elliott from killing it, but she was too quick. She 
pushed in the knife and the appendages on its head immediately went limp, ceasing their endless waving. 

"No!" he shouted again. "How could you do that? It's an Anomalocaris!" He took a step toward her, his 
hand outstretched. 

"Keep away from me," she warned him, holding up her knife, "or I'll skewer you." 

"But... it's a fossil... I mean... it's extinct... I mean I've seen a fossil of it... It's EXTINCT!" he yelled, 
becoming even more agitated as none of the others seemed to understand what he was trying to tell them. 


"Really? Doesn't look too extinct to me," Elliott said, hefting the dead animal up before him. 

"Don't you realize how important this is? You can't kill them! Leave the rest alone!" He'd noticed the 
second sack and wasn't shouting anymore, just yammering, as ifhe knew he wasn't going to get anywhere with 
Elliott. 

"Will, chill OK? The other sack's only got shells in it. And anyway, Eliott says there's a shed load of these 
crabs out there," Chester tried to tell him, motioning out to sea. 

"But... but... !" 

Elliott's expression of pure exasperation was enough to stop him from making any more ofa fuss. He bit his 
lip, looking on in horror at the lifeless Anomalocaris. 

"It was the biggest predator that swam the seas... the T. Rex of the Cambrian period," Will mumbled 
forlornly. "It's been extinct for nearly five hundred and fifty million years." 

When Elliott produced the mollusks, as she called them, from the second sack, Will was equally 
flabbergasted. 

"Devil's toenails!" he gasped. "Gryphaea arcuata. I've got a box of them at home. I found them with my 
dad at Lyme Regis... but just fossils!" 

So, with the impaled Anomalocaris suspended above the flames, Elliott, Cal, and Chester sat around the 
prehistoric barbecue, while Will sketched a living devil's toenail that he had begged from Elliott. Its brothers and 
sisters (or maybe both — Will couldn't quite recall if they were supposed to have been hermaphrodites) hadn't 
been so fortunate: Tucked into the hot embers at the edge of the fire, they sizzled softly. 

Will was talking to himself and grinning inanely, with the sort of absolute absorption a young child might 
show when examining a creepy-crawly it has caught in the garden. "Yes, really thick shell... look at the growth 
rings... and there's the lid," Will said, tapping the end of his pencil on a flattened circle at the widest end of the 
shell. He looked up to find all eyes upon him. "This is just so cool! Do you know this was the predecessor to the 
oyster?" 

"Drake mentioned something about that. He liked his raw," Elliott said matter-of- factly as she repositioned 
the Anomalocaris in the flames. 

"None of you has the faintest idea how important the discovery of these animals is," Will said, becoming 
frustrated all over again by their total lack of interest. "How can you even think about eating them?" 

"If you don't want yours, Will, I'll take it," Cal piped up. He turned to Chester. "What is an oyster, 


anyway?" 


* * * * * 


As the food cooked, Elliott brought up the bizarre corridor of sealed cells she had seen with Cal in the 
Bunker. 

"We knew that there was some sort of quarantine area," she mused, "but not where it was or what it was 

"Drake did say that, but how did you first hear about it?" Will inquired. 

"From a contact," Elliott answered, hastily looking down. Will could have sworn he saw a flicker of unease 
in her eyes, but he told himself it must have been due to her discovery of the sickening cells. 

"So all the people were dead," Chester stated. 

"All except for the one man," Elliott said. "He was a renegade." 

"The others were Colonists," Cal added. "You could tell from their clothes." 

"But why would the Styx go to all the trouble of bringing Colonists down here just to kill them?" Chester 
asked. 

"I don't know," Elliott shrugged. "They've always used the Deeps as testing grounds — that's nothing new 
— but all the signs now are that something big is about to break. Drake's idea was that the three of you might 
help us throw a monkey wrench into the works and mess up whatever the Blackheads are doing. Especially him 
over there." She made a face as she glanced at Will, who was still staring in horror at the cooking 
Anomalocaris. "Though I'm not too sure if Drake really thought that one through." 

Elliott removed the Anomalocaris from the flames and put it on the ground. Then she peeled back one of 
the segments on its underbelly with the tip of her knife and began to carve up its carcass. "It's ready," she 
announced. 

"Oh, great," Will said hollowly. 

Nonetheless, when the food had been divided up, Will capitulated. Putting aside his journal, he began to eat 
his share, reluctantly at first, but then devouring it hungrily. He even agreed with Chester that the Anomalocaris 
was pretty similar to lobster. The devil's toenails were a different matter altogether, and the boys grimaced as they 
valiantly attempted to chew them. 

"Hmmm. Interesting," Will commented as he finished his mouthful, pondering the thought that he was one of 
very few people alive who'd feasted on extinct animals. The image of him eating a dodo burger suddenly popped 
into his head, and he smiled uncomfortably. 

"Yeah, really cool barbecue," Chester laughed, stretching out his legs. "It's sort of like being back home 


tt 


again. 


for. 


Will nodded in response. 

The invigorating gusts of wind, the crackles of the dying fire mingling with the crash of waves, and the taste 
of seafood in their mouths — all this made Chester and Will experience the deepest pangs of homesickness. 
These elements invoked other, carefree times back on the surface — it could have been a vacation outing or a 
beach party late one summer's evening (and although Will's family rarely went on such outings — not together, 
anyway — he was still moved by the notion). 

But the more Will and Chester tried to pretend to themselves it was like home, the more they realized that it 
was no such thing, and that they were in a strange and dangerous place in which it was touch and go whether they 
made it through the next day. Trying to suppress these feelings, they made small talk, but the conversation soon 
petered out, and each fell to his own thoughts, eating the meal in silence. 

Elliott had taken her food with her to the water's edge, and periodically raised her rifle to scour the distant 
beaches. 

"Uh-oh," Cal said, and Will and Chester turned to look as she rose to her feet, letting her food slide from her 
lap. She held very still, her rifle fixed on something. 

"Time to go!" she called over to them, her eye still glued to the scope. 

"Did you see something?" Will asked. 

"Yes, I caught a flash... I thought we'd have more time before they reached the beaches... It's probably an 
advance patrol." 

Chester swallowed his mouthful in a noisy gulp. 


38 


"You crazy, crazy animal!" Sarah cried as she skied through the succulent plants, Bartleby pulling as he'd 
never pulled before. No doubt about it, he was hot on the scent trail of the boys — that was the good news. The 
bad news was that he was becoming more and more wild and unmanageable, and once or twice Sarah had 
thought that he was actually going to turn on and attack her. 

"Slow down!" she shouted. 

With a sharp snap, the leash went slack, and she lost her balance and fell flat on her back. The lantern 
slipped from her hand, spinning away and rebounding off the plants in its path, clicking up to its highest setting as it 
did so. Blinding rays of light strafed the tall trees behind her, intermittent flashes that would be visible for miles 
around. If she'd wanted to announce her presence, she couldn't have done a better job. 

She was winded and couldn't move for a few long seconds. Then she crawled rapidly to where the lantern 
had come to rest and threw herself over it to hide its light. She lay on it, panting and cursing blindly. Talk about 
rank amateurism! 

Still covering the lantern with her body, she switched it down again before turning her attention to the 
remains of the leather leash wound around her hand. The end where it had snapped was ragged and torn, and, as 
she inspected it more closely, she saw teeth marks — Bartleby had been having a quick chew at it when she 
hadn't been looking. The crafty so-and-so! If she hadn't been so infuriated with herself, she might even have 
admired his guile. 

The last glimpse she'd had of him was of his hindquarters, his back legs spinning in a blur and his large paws 
throwing up foliage as he tore off into the darkness. 

"That infernal cat!" she said to herself; calling him every name under the sun. He'd cover quite some distance 
at the speed he was going, and she'd only be kidding herself if she thought there was some way to get him back. 
She'd lost her only means of finding Will and Cal. "Infernal cat," she said again, more despondently this time. Her 
only option now was to stick to the foreshore in the hope that it might still lead her to her quarry. 

She picked herself up and broke into a trot, praying that Will hadn't peeled off in a totally different direction 
from the one Bartleby had been tracking. Ifhe'd chosen a new route through the dense wall of foliage to her left, 
she didn't have a blind chance of finding him. 

Half an hour later the sound of waves was supplanted by that of rushing water. She remembered what she'd 
seen on the map: some sort of crossing to an island. She cut down toward the sea, and the sound intensified. 

She was almost at the causeway when, from out of nowhere, a shape materialized directly in her path. She 
nearly jumped out of her skin. It was a man. By now she was on the open beach, with no cover for some 
distance around her — she had no idea where he'd sprung from. In a fumbling panic, she swung the rifle from her 
shoulder, nearly dropping it altogether in the process. 

She heard a harsh nasal laugh and stood absolutely still, the rifle held defensively across her body. He was 
too close for her to raise it up, anyway. 

"Lost something?" he said in a contemptuous voice. He took a step toward her, and she lifted the lantern a 
little. In its dim glow she could make out the rugged face with its shadowed eye sockets. 

A Limiter. 

"Careless, very careless," he said, and thrust a rope roughly into her hand. It had a loop on tt. 

She shook with fear, not knowing what to expect next. It had been different on the tram when Rebecca was 
with her. Out here, she didn't relish the idea of being alone with these monsters — particularly if she'd done 


something to displease them. In these dark wilds, they were a law unto themselves. The thought raced through 
her mind that handing her the rope might be a prelude to them hanging her. Was this some kind of game they 
were playing? Maybe they were going to execute her because they considered her incompetent, a liability. And 
she couldn't really blame them — she'd gotten everything wrong so far. 

But her fear was unfounded. Bartleby edged into view from behind the Limiter's legs, the other end of the 
rope tied tightly around his neck and secured by a slipknot. The cat's whole deportment was hangdog, his tail 
tucked between his legs. Sarah didn't know if the Limiter had given him a beating, but the animal had clearly had 
the living daylights scared out of him somehow. Bartleby couldn't have been more different; as Sarah pulled him 
toward her, he came without the slightest resistance. 

"We're taking it from here." Another voice came from immediately behind her. She wheeled around to face 
a row of shadowy forms: the other three soldiers of the Limiter patrol. Although she hadn't seen hide nor hair of 
them for at least halfa day, of course they must have been tailing her the whole time. She understood now why 
they had such a reputation for stealth; they really did move like phantoms. And she'd thought she was good. 

Sarah cleared her throat. "No," she began meekly as she glanced in the direction of the splashing water 
where the causeway began. She held her gaze there, not wanting to meet the dead, staring eyes of the Limiter 
before her. 'T'll take the Hunter on the trail... over to the island... to..." 

"No need for that," said the single Limiter who was blocking her way, in a horribly quiet voice that was far 
more unsettling than a barked order. She could sense his anger that she'd dared to disagree with him. He moved 
his head sharply to the side and back again — it was a gesture of violence, a foretaste of what might follow if she 
continued to oppose him. "You've done enough already," he sneered. 

"But Rebecca said..." Sarah began, aware that this might be the last thing she ever said. 

"Leave it to us," one of the Limiters growled from behind, and gripped her upper arm so painfully that she 
wanted to pull away. But she didn't, and she refused to turn to look at him. All four were standing very close to 
her now. One of them brushed her other arm, and she could feel their breath on the back ofher neck. She was 
scared witless. A vivid picture swam into her mind, of them slicing her throat and leaving her where she fell. 

"All right," she managed to whisper, and the hand crushing her arm eased its vise slightly. She lowered her 
head, already hating herself for not standing up to them. But better to go along with these savage men, she 
reasoned, than be executed on the spot. Ifthey captured Will alive, she might yet get the chance to find out the 
truth about Tam's death. Rebecca had promised Sarah that she'd be able to execute Will herself — at least that 
meant she'd have some time to interrogate him. 

"Go upcoast. The renegades might have some other means off the island," a Limiter hissed into her ear. The 
hand on her arm gave her a sudden push, and she stumbled a few paces. In the seconds she took to right herself, 
they had completely vanished. She was alone with just the breeze on her face and the most crushing sense of 
failure and shame. She'd come all the way only to be pulled off the chase. But she would have been a fool to 
resist Limiters. A dead fool. 

She picked her way slowly along the foreshore, telling herself not to stop as she passed the causeway. But 
she did allow herself the briefest glance back. Although there was no sign of her Styx patrol, surely one of them 
was holding back to ensure that she obeyed their orders. She no alternative but to go where they'd said, which 
she knew was a total waste of time. Will was on the island — holed up in a dead end with no way out — and 
she'd been so very, very close. 

"Move it!" she snapped at Bartleby. "This is all your fault!" 

She tugged hard on the rope. He followed obediently, but pointed his head toward the causeway, 
whimpering. He knew as well as she did that they were going in the completely wrong direction. 
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In a cavernous area, the suggestion ofa track. A narrow strip just discernible through the rock field. It 
could have been naturally formed... Dr. Burrows wasn't sure. 

He looked more closely and... there!... yes!... he saw the broad flagstones, laid end to end. He used the tip 
of his boot to scuff away the gravel and expose the gaps between them, which occurred at regular intervals. No 
question, then, it definitely wasn't a natural feature... and as he progressed farther along, a small flight of steps 
came into view. He mounted them and stopped. Noting that the path continued into the distance, he began to 
scrutinize the area, and discovered there were squared-off stones standing proud of the ground on both sides. 

"Yes! These have been fashioned!" he mumbled to himself: And then he saw they were arranged in lines. 
He leaned forward to examine them. No, not in lines, they were arranged into squares. 

"Rectilinear structures!" Dr. Burrows exclaimed, his excitement growing. "They're ruins!" Unhooking his 
blue-handled geological hammer from his belt, he stepped from the track, peering wildly around at the ground by 
his feet as he went. 

"Foundations?" He bent to feel the regular blocks, brushing off pebbles and using the tip of his hammer to 
heave aside chunks of loose rubble from around them. He nodded in response to his own question, a smile 
crinkling his dirt-stained face. 

"No doubt about it, these are foundations." He straightened up and saw more rectangles, the shapes 


receding into the darkness. "Was this once a settlement?" But as he looked even farther afield, he began to 
appreciate the scale of what he'd stumbled upon. "No, it was bigger than that! More like a town!" 

Replacing his geological hammer on his belt, he mopped his brow. The heat was stultifying in here, and the 
sound of trickling water came from close by. Long ribbons of steam laced the air, slowly drifting past each other 
like party streamers in slow motion. A pair of small bats flitted by, disrupting the ribbons with the rapid beat of 
their wings. 

The huge dust mite clacked gently as it waited for him like a well-trained dog back on the path. It had 
followed him for the last mile as he'd made his way along. While Dr. Burrows enjoyed the companionship, he 
didn't delude himself as to the creature's motives. It was plainly after more of his food. 

The breakthrough that he could read the ancient language of the people who had once inhabited these parts 
had ignited his passion for further knowledge about them. Now, if only he could find some artifacts that would 
enable him to formulate a picture of how they lived. He was nosing around in the foundations, searching for 
anything that might help him, when a call resonated through the still heat of the cavern. A strident, low screech 
that echoed from the walls. 

A rushing sound, something like a whoomf, followed. It came from somewhere above him. 

The dust mite was immediately as still as a statue. 

"What the...?" Dr. Burrows looked up but was unable to spot the source of the sounds. It was only then 
that he realized he couldn't see any roof to the cavern. It was as though he was standing in the bottom ofa 
massive crevasse. He'd been so preoccupied with the discovery of the ruins that he hadn't taken the time to 
inspect the surroundings. 

He slowly moved his light orb so that it was poised above his head. In the gloom he could just make out the 
sheer stretches of the crevasse sides, gently undulating vertical folds of stone with the texture of a Cadbury's 
Flake, rising up to darkness. The color wasn't that dissimilar, either, only the rock was a lighter hue of brown. 
Deprived for so long of his beloved chocolate bar and the daily fixes that were such a part of his life back in 
Highfield, his mind began to wander and his mouth water. This craving reminded him how phenomenally hungry 
he was — the supplies the Coprolites had provided were hardly very appetizing or, indeed, very filling. 

The rushing sound came again, dispelling any thoughts of food. This time it was closer and louder. He felt 
the huge volume of displaced air on his face — it was something big, all right. He whipped back his hand with the 
orb and, cupping it in his palm, huddled down low. 

His stomach knotting with fear, he fought the impulse to run, remaining motionless among the rocks. He was 
in open ground, with nowhere close that would offer cover — a horribly exposed position. He glanced over at 
the dust mite. It was holding so still that it took him a while to locate it. He told himself that this had to be a 
defensive behavior — the creature was attempting to conceal itself. Therefore, he reasoned, whatever was 
circlng over them was to be feared. Ifa monstrously large dust mite, the size of an adolescent elephant and 
protected by an armored coat, had cause for alarm, then he had to be a prime target. A nice, soft, fleshy human 
grub, ripe for the picking. 

Whoomf! 

A huge shadow swooped back and forth. 

Closer and closer it came — circling like a hawk, describing increasingly tighter rotations. 

He knew he couldn't stay where he was. At that instant, the giant mite moved again, scuttling rapidly off 
where the path continued. Dr. Burrows hesitated a moment and then bolted after it, stumbling over the 
foundations and the rough ground. He was barking his shins against the rocks and sliding and tripping on 
obstacles as he fled blindly, but he did not fall. 

Whoomf! 

It was almost on top of him. He stifled a cry, flinging his arms protectively around his head as he ran. What 
in the world was it? Some winged predator? Coming in for the kill like a bird of prey? 

He couldn't believe how fast the dust mite was moving, propelling itself along on its six legs. He could hardly 
see it up ahead, and if it hadn't been for the vague track, he was sure he would have lost his way altogether. But 
where were the path and the dust mite heading? 

Whoomf! Whoomf! 

"Gah!" he screamed, and dropped to the ground. A draft of warm air from the beat of shadowy wings 
caught his face. It was close! Now on all fours, he frantically twisted his head around for a glimpse of his hunter. 
He was certain it was wheeling in a circle not far above him and would be swooping down any second now to 
make the kill. 

Would this be it? Snatched from the ground by some subterranean flying beast? 

His imagination running riot with thoughts of what the creature could be, he sped off again, crawling like a 
madman. He had to find a hiding place and darn quick. 

Head down, he cannoned straight into something hard. He dropped onto his stomach, half stunned, and 
tried to see what he'd come up against. He was still on the path, so he guessed it was where the dust mite had 
gone. He'd reached the cavern wall — and before him was a carved entrance in the face of the rock with a 
clearly defined lintel perhaps fifty or so feet above. 

He cried out with relief, daring to let himself think that he'd found a safe haven. He began to crawl again, 
keeping close to the ground, scraping his knees and calves and knocking his knuckles raw on rubble as he went. 


He didn't stop until he realized he hadn't heard the sound for several seconds. All was calm and still. Was he 
safe? 

He sank down onto the ground and curled up in a ball, unable to suppress a severe fit of the shakes. To top 
it off, he got a serious case of the hiccups, each one making his body spasm as it came. After a few minutes he 
stretched out and, still hiccupping, rolled onto his side. He drew several deep and tremulous breaths as he slowly 
relaxed his rigid fingers from around the light orb in his hand. 

He cleared his throat and mumbled. "Yes, yes, yes, hic!", ashamed of his post-traumatic panic attack, then 
sat up to look around. He was in an enclosed area with two rows of large columns on either side of him, all 
carved from the same brownish stone of the cavern outside. His eyes opened in astonishment. 

"What the hic? " 


* * * * * 


Elliott was leading the boys inland. In places the undergrowth was so thick she had to use her machete to 
cut a way through. Following her in single file, the boys helped each other by making sure that the rubbery 
branches of the tall succulent plants and the lower fronds of the trees didn't swing back into the face of the person 
behind. It was airless, and the boys were soon dripping with perspiration and missing the open spaces and light 
winds of the beach. 

Despite this, Will's spirits were high. He was pleased that they seemed to be working together as a team 
again. He hoped that any differences he'd had with Chester were firmly in the past and his friendship with him 
would revert to how it had been before. And above all else, he was so grateful that Elliott had stepped straight 
into Drake's shoes as their new leader. He had little doubt she was capable of the role. 

Will heard sounds along the way, rasping animal calls and hollow rattling noises. He eagerly tried to locate 
the source of these, peering all around and up above at the branches of the gigantic trees, but could make out 
nothing. He would have given anything to stop and conduct a proper search. He was in a primordial jungle, 
which could be filled with all sorts of fantastic creatures. 

The path took them into a clearing, where Will stole glances at the lush vegetation, hoping to catch the 
merest glimpse of one of these animals. Then, as he peered through the flora, a pair emerged. Will did a double 
take — he wasn't sure if they were birds or reptiles, but they resembled small, freshly plucked bantam chickens, 
with stubby necks and mean little beaks. Like two old women complaining to each other, they communicated 
using both the rasping and rattling sounds Will had been hearing. They turned and scurried back into the brush, 
flapping stunted wings from which a few mangy patches of fur — or feathers — sprouted. So much for the exotic 
creatures he'd been dreaming of! 

Elliott led them onto a track, and they continued along until Will heard Chester's voice up ahead. 

"The sea," he said. 

They gathered around Elliott, crouching down in the bushes. A strip of beach stretched before them and 
they could hear the sound of waves again. 

Cal spoke up. "It looks exactly like our beach. You're not telling me we just came full circle?" he quizzed 
Elliott indignantly, shaking the sweat from his face. 

"This is not the same beach," she informed him coldly. 

"But where do we go now?" he asked, frowning as he craned his neck to peer along the foreshore. 

She stuck a finger out to sea, out over the rolling waves. 

"Well, we're on an island and the only..." Will began. 

"way on and off is the causeway," Elliott finished his sentence for him. "And I'll bet you that at this very 
moment the Blackheads are sniffing around the remains of our campfire." 

An uneasy silence descended over the group until Chester spoke in a small voice. 

"So, are we going to swim for it?" 
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He staggered to his feet, blinking with surprise. He was spellbound by the space around him, his insatiable 
thirst for knowledge dismissing all other concerns. In that instant, his hiccups ceased, and Dr. Burrows, Intrepid 
Explorer, was back on duty. His fear of the unidentified beast, and all thoughts of his hysterical rush to escape tt, 
were brushed aside. 

"Bingo!" he cried. 

He'd stumbled upon some sort of edifice, carved into the bedrock of the cavern itself. Ifhe'd been in search 
of evidence of the ancient race, he'd certainly found it now. He crept forward, his light revealing row upon row of 
stone seats, many shattered by fallen debris. He was making his way to the front, in the direction the seats were 
facing, when he happened to look up. 

The ceiling high above him was smooth and generally intact, except for a few sections where it had crumbled 


in. As he shone his orb around, he caught a tantalizing glimpse of something that reflected the light. 

"Extraordinary!" he exclaimed, holding his orb higher, its rays only just traveling the distance to a dully 
glinting circle that was at least fifty feet in diameter. 

"Higher... have to get higher," he told himself, clambering onto the seat of the nearest of the stone benches, 
and then up onto the narrow back of the bench itself. 

As he moved his light slowly around, teetering precariously, the design became clearer to him. The circle 
was dull gold or bronze in color and could have been applied by some kind of gilding or possibly even painted on. 

He spoke out loud as he scrutinized tt. 

"Let's see, you're a hollow circle with... with... what's that in the middle? Looks like..." He squinted and 
pushed the orb toward the ceiling as far as his arm would permit, until it was supported by just his fingertips. 

In the very center of the circle, also cast in the metallic medium, was a solid disk. Jagged lines that 
resembled stylized, angular rays extended from its circumference. 

"Aha! It's obvious what you're meant to represent... you're the sun!" Dr. Burrows pronounced, and then 
furrowed his brow. "So what have we got here — a subterranean race engaged in surface worship? A people 
harking back to a time when they were up above on the crust?" 

Something more caught his eye. Simple renderings of humanoid figures were depicted walking around the 
inside of the larger circle — men, evenly spaced, as if treading in a whopping giant great hamster wheel. 

"Hey, what are you chaps doing there? You and the sun are in the wrong places!" he observed, frowning 
even more deeply as he shifted his light toward the solid disk in the center again. "I don't know who made you, 
but you're all the wrong way around!" 

Despite the topsy-turvy nature of the picture, it wasn't lost on Dr. Burrows that any representation of the 
earth as a sphere, dating back to the time of the Phoenicians, meant whoever had put it there was incredibly 
enlightened by what he'd seen. 

"So much for symbolism!" he said, and sniffed dismissively as he resumed his way forward. He passed the 
front row of seats, and his light beam touched upon what lay before them. He caught his breath as he saw a 
raised dais, on which rested a solid block of stone. As he came closer to it, he estimated the block was some 
forty feet from side to side and about five in height. 

"What are you doing here?" he asked, again speaking aloud into the somber gloom. He glanced back at the 
rows of seats, up a that the roof with the circles, and then contemplated the stone block once more. "You've got 
pews, a cockeyed mural on the ceiling, and you've also got an altar," he posited to himself: "Absolutely no 
debate... you're definitely some sort of place of worship... a church, or a temple, perhaps?" 

He trod forward, his light revealing more of the altar as he went. Coming to a halt, he marveled at the 
craftsmanship: Beautiful and intricate geometric carvings worthy of any Byzantine sculptor decorated its sides. 

As he lifted up the orb, an area of wall immediately behind the altar caught the light and shone enticingly. 

"Oh my goodness... look at you!" 

Breathing quickly, he leaned nearer. It was a triptych: three massive carved panels — bas reliefs. He 
know they were made of something other than the chocolate brown rock by the way they were reflecting his light 
and adding a warmth to it. 

His feet found a step at the base of the altar, and then another. As though mesmerized, he climbed up to its 
top. From one side to the other, the three panels extended the full length of the altar, and each was approximately 
twice Dr. Burrows's height. His pulse was racing with anticipation, he approached the central one and, gently 
brushing away the dust and cobwebs, began to examine it. 

"So very, very exquisite... polished rock crystal," he proclaimed as he ran his fingers over its surface. "You 
are quite beautiful, aren't you... but what are you her for?" he asked the triptych, peering closely at its surface. 
"By Jove, I think you might be gold in there!" he wheezed with disbelief as he saw the shining brilliance behind the 
transparent layer. "Three huge golden panels, faced with carved rock crystal. What a fantastic artifact! I must 
make a record of this." 

Although his mouth was watering at the prospect for what was on the panels, he resolved to get himself 
properly organized first, and set about gathering together enough kindling for a fire. It was awkward using his orb 
as the sole source of light — and besides, a good-sized fire would enable him to appreciate the panels in their full 
glory. Ina matter of minutes, he'd collected enough dry material to start a small blaze on top of the altar, and the 
flames took without any hesitation. 

As the fire crackled away behind him, he began to sweep the dust from the faces of the three panels using 
his forearm. For the uppermost sections, he dug out his tattered blue overalls and flicked them upward, 
sometimes jumping in an attempt to hit the tops. 

His efforts raised a cloud of dust and the exertion soon became too much for him in his weakened state. He 
stopped, breathing heavily, to inspect his progress. With some relief, he realized that he didn't need to clear the 
dust off completely; when combined with the illumination from the fire, a residual coating of it actually made the 
panels' carved images easier to see. 

"Right, let's have a good old look at the lot of you," he announced and, with his trusty stub of a pencil poised 
over a fresh page in his journal, he whistled through his teeth in a random, impatient way. "So what are you going 
to tell me, my pretty?" he said almost flirtatiously to the panel on the far left as he stepped before it. 

Amply illuminated by the guttering flames, it depicted a man wearing a headdress that vaguely resembled a 


squat miter. The figure had a strong jaw and a heavy brow; the long staff he brandished in his clenched fist 
suggested he was a person of immense importance. 

The figure occupied most of the panel, and Dr. Burrows could see that the man was at the head ofa long 
and meandering procession of people. The procession want on for a considerable distance, trailing away to the 
horizon and over a large but featureless plain. 

"Egyptian influence?" Dr. Burrows muttered, spotting the similarities to objects from that period. He took a 
step back from the panel. "So what's the message here? This fellow is, undoubtedly, a big cheese... a leader, a 
Moses figure, perhaps taking his people on a journey to this place, or perhaps just the opposite, leading them 
away in some kind of exodus. But why... what was so very important that someone carved you with such 
consummate skill and left you here at the altar?" 

He hummed for a while, uttering the odd random word, then clicked his tongue against his teeth. "No, 
you're not going to tell me any more, are you? I'm going to have to talk to your friends," Dr. Burrows informed 
the silent panel. He spun on his heel and made straight for the panel on the far right of the triptych. 

Compared with the first panel, the subject matter was more difficult to make out. There was no single 
predominating image — the scene was altogether more complex and confusing. However, as the firelight fell 
across it, he began to see what it represented. 

"Ah... so you're a stylized landscape... rolling fields... a stream with a small bridge over it and... what's this?" 
he muttered, brushing an area of the panel directly in front of him. "Some form of agriculture... trees... perhaps an 
orchard? Yes, I think you might be." He stepped back to peer at the top of the panel. "Curious, very curious 
indeed..." 

Strange columns lanced down from the upper right corner over the rest of the landscape. At the point from 
which the columns radiated, there was a circle. 

"The sun! Oh, it's my old friend the sun again!" Dr. Burrows exclaimed. "Just like the one on the ceiling!" 
The sphere's jagged rays spread out over the rest of the picture. "So what are you telling me? Are you showing 
me the place where the Moses figure was leading the people? Was this some great pilgrimage to the surface? Is 
that it?" 

He glanced back at the first panel. "A ruler leading his people to some sort of idealized nirvana, to the 
elysian fields, to the Garden of Eden?" He looked at the panel in front of him again. "But you're showing the 
earth's surface and the sun... so what's a nice picture like you doing in a place like this, way down here? Are you 
just a reminder of what lies up top? A subterranean Post-it-note? And who are these people — are they really 
some forgotten culture, or the forebears of the Egyptians or the Phoenecians or... or perhaps something far more 
fantastic?" He shook his head. "Evacuees from the lost city of Atlantis? Is that possible?" 

He checked himself, realizing he was jumping to conclusions before conducting a full investigation. Lost in 
thought, he fell silent for a second, then sidestepped to the central panel. 

"Maybe you hold all the answers," he muttered. In what typically should have been the most important of 
the three panels, he was expecting to find something impressive — perhaps a religious symbol, a crowning image. 
But instead, it was by far the least remarkable of the triptych. 

"Well, well, well," Dr. Burrows said. The middle panel depicted a circular opening in the ground with craggy 
rock borders. Its perspective allowed Dr. Burrows to see a little distance down into it, but there was nothing to 
note besides a continuation of the rock sides. 

"Ah!" he exclaimed, bending forward and spying some tiny human figures on the very edge of the hole. "So, 
you're on a gargantuan scale, I now know that much," he said, reaching over to rub the dust from the little figures, 
no bigger than ants. He continued to do this for a short while, finding more and more of the Lilliputian people in a 
procession, until he abruptly stilled his hand, then drew it back. 

At the far left of the procession, a number of these tiny human forms had their arms and legs splayed out, as 
if in free fall, tumbling down into the mouth of the huge opening. Strange winged creatures hovered above them. 
Dr. Burrows stood on his tiptoes and blew hard to try to remove some more of the dirt from these diminutive 
flying forms. 

"Well, that's a surprise!" he declared. Clad in loose flowing gowns, they seemed to have human bodies, but 
swanlike wings extending from their backs. "Angels... or devils?" he pondered aloud. Then he took several steps 
back. With his arms crossed and his chin cradled in one hand, he continued to regard the panel, whistling to 
himself all the while in his erratic, atonal way. 

He stopped whistling. "Aha!" he yelled, remembering something. He hurriedly retrieved the Coprolite map 
from his pants pocket and unfolded it, then held it up before him. "I knew I'd seen you before!" 

On the map, at the end ofa long line representing what he assumed to be a tunnel or a track, and dotted 
with various symbols along its path, he saw something similar to the image in the panel. It was sketched in a much 
more simplistic way, with just a few pen strokes, but it, too, appeared to be some kind of opening in the ground. 
"Could they be one and the same?" he wondered aloud. 

He went closer to the center panel and looked it over again. There was something more at the base, 
something he hadn't noticed under a crusty coating of a fungal growth. He feverishly scrubbed at it and found that 
it had been obscuring a line of cuneiform writing. 

"Yes!" he bellowed exultantly, immediately flicking his journal open to the Dr. Burrows Stone page. It tallied 
with the script he'd already interpreted... he could translate it! 


Squatting down, he wasted no time in getting started. The inscription consisted of five distinct words. He 
glanced repeatedly between the panel and his notebook, a huge self-satisfied grin forming on his face. He 
deciphered the first word: "GARDEN..." 

He clucked impatiently, his eyes rapidly switching from his notebook to the script and back again. "Come 
on, come on," he urged himself. "What's the next word?" 

Then he read, "TO... no, not TO, but OF!" And then, "That's an easy word... THE." 

He took a breath and summarized his findings so far. "GARDEN OF THE..." he announced. 

The next word stumped him. "Think, think, think!" he said, each time thwacking himself on the forehead. 
"Get your act together, Burrows, you numskull," he growled, annoyed that his mind wasn't firing on all four 
cylinders. "What's the rest?" 

The remaining words weren't coming so easily, and he was frustrated that it was taking so long to translate 
them. He scanned the final part of the inscription, hoping that by some stroke of luck he would have a 
breakthrough. 

Just then the fire flared, as a thick piece of kindling began to burn with a loud hiss. Dr. Burrows saw 
something from the corner of his eye and slowly turned his head away from the panel. 

In the brighter light now being cast by the fire, he could see largish hollows, or perhaps holes, all over the 
side walls of the temple. Many of them. 

"That's odd," he muttered, his brow creasing. "Didn't notice them before." 

As he looked more closely, his heart missed several beats. 

No, they weren't holes... they were moving. 

He spun fully around. 

He cried out in surprise. 

Before him were many of the enormous dust mites, he couldn't even begin to count them. It was as though 
the one he had befriended had summoned its brethren, and now hundreds of them had gathered like an 
outrageous congregation in the interior of the temple. Among them were behemoths easily three or four times the 
size of the dust mite that had led him in here. They looked as big as Sherman tanks and just as heavily armored. 

His cry stirred them into activity, and their mandibles clattered as if they were giving him a genteel round of 
applause. Several began to lumber toward him with that gradual and inhuman intent that only an insect possesses. 
It made his blood chill. 

He hadn't felt threatened by the original dust mite, but this was an altogether different situation. There were 
too many of them, and they looked too big, and too darned hungry. He suddenly pictured himself as a king-sized 
food stick, poised invitingly on the altar before them. 

Holy smokes holy smokes holy smokes went over and over in his head. 

Some of the largest ones, dangerous- looking brutes with dented and holed carapaces, began to advance 
more rapidly, ramming smaller dust mites out of their way. Their articulated legs thudded on the flagstones. Some 
reared up, their thick legs sweeping in the air, as they crawled over the backs of the pews, affording Dr. Burrows 
a flash of their glossy black underbelles. 

He snatched up his rucksack, ramming his notebook into it and then swinging it onto his back, his mind 
racing. He needed a way out, and quick. But he was surrounded. They were everywhere; to his front and sides 
they were coming, like an advancing armored division of the flesh-tearing variety. 

Holy smokes holy smokes holy smokes. 

He wondered wildly if he could just make a run for it over the dust mites, jumping from back to back as if 
he were leaping across the tops of cars in a traffic jam. No, nice idea, but he was sure they wouldn't just sit still 
and allow him to do that — it wasn't going to be that easy. And, anyway, he'd rather not go back out into the 
cavern, where the swooping creature might still be waiting for him. 

He seized a boughlike piece of debris from the fire and waved it at the mite brigade, trying to scare them off 
with the flames. The nearest were only a few feet away from the base of the altar now, and others crept steadily 
toward him from the sides. The flames made no difference — indeed, quite the opposite: They appeared to be 
attracted by the fire, speeding up appreciably. 

In desperation, he slung the bough with all his might at a large dust mite. It bounced harmlessly off its 
carapace and didn't slow the creature even a little. 

Holy smokes holy smokes holy smokes NO! 

In an absolute panic, he spun around and tried to scramble up the center panel of the triptych. But he 
slipped and slid against the dusty face of the carving; he couldn't get a grip. "COME ON, YOU IDIOT!" he 
yelled at himself; his voice all but drowned out by the clacking of the dust mites — louder and faster now, as if 
they were aroused by the spectacle of their human food stick tryng to make good its escape. 

Then his fingers got a hold on the sides of the panel and, with the most immense effort, he lifted himself off 
the top of the altar. Panting and grunting, his hands and arms strained to their very limits, he held himself aloft, his 
feet scrabbling ineffectually under him. 

"Please, please, please," he begged as his arms began to give out. Miraculously his toes found some sort of 
foothold in the carving. It was enough. He quickly ran his hands a little farther up, and then, hanging on just by his 
arms again, he found another foothold. By employing this alternating caterpillar-like locomotion — hands, toes, 
hands, toes — up he went, climbing for dear life. 


He drew on the last of his hysterical strength to reach the top of the panel. Once there, he lodged his right 
foot in the carving of the huge hole. With this, and his fingers crooked over the top of the panel, he quickly took 
stock of his situation. 

He was in an extremely precarious position, and one that he couldn't hold for much longer; his arms and legs 
were already exhausted form the effort of climbing. And there was no point in deceiving himself that the dust 
mites wouldn't be able to swarm up the wall below him — he'd seen them climbing across the sides of the temple. 
What could he do to defend himself? The only thing that occurred to him was that by kicking out with his heel, 
he might at least be able to impede the onslaught. 

He peered around, frantically trying to formulate his next move. He felt the sweat soaking his brow and 
streaming down his back as, taking deep breaths to try to calm himself, he clung on with grim determination. Then 
he stiffly twisted his head around to look down at the bugs. As he moved, the orb hanging around his neck 
slipped out from under his jacket so that its light fell on their massed ranks. This caused quite a stir among them 
and they bobbed up and down, their mandibles clattering even louder, as if building to a frenzied crescendo of 
expectation. 

Dr. Burrows thought of chopsticks, many gigantic chopsticks, tearing his body apart, rending him limb from 
limb. 

"Shoo! Go away! Shoo! Be offwith you!" he screamed over his shoulder, the same words he'd often used 
to scare off the neighbor's cat from the back lawn in Highfield. His hands were sopping with perspiration and 
cramping horribly. What could he do? He glanced up to make sure there wasn't anything he could grab on to 
and hoist himself higher. As he did so, across the ceiling of the temple he saw a fluxing collage of serrated 
arachnid body parts, massed and overlapping silhouettes thrown up by the flickering light of the fire on the altar 
below. They were close now. It was the stuff of horror movies. 

"Help!" he exhaled in sheer desperation. 

He felt his left hand begin to slither off the ledge as the dust on top of it absorbed his sweat and turned to a 
slippery paste. He slid his fingers to a fresh position, simultaneously trying to heave himself a little farther up. 

Something began to happen. 

A low rumble shook his whole body. 

Holy smokes holy smokes holy smokes! 

He looked around frantically, his light swinging freely from his neck. 

"Ohno! What now!" he screamed, an even deeper wave of dread sweeping through him. 

He had the strangest sensation that he was moving. But his hands, now almost completely numb, still 
retained some measure of grip, and his foot was still securely anchored. No, he wasn't sliding down the panel to 
the ravenous arachnids below. 

The juddering stopped, and he again attempted to hoist himself farther up the panel. 

Immediately the rumbling resumed, more violently this time. 

His first thought was that it was an underground tremor, some type of subterranean earthquake. But it was 
he who was moving, not his surroundings. 

The middle panel of the triptych, which he was hanging on to for dear life, was slowly tipping over. Under 
his weight, it was swinging forward, into the wall of the temple. 

"Help me!" he wailed. 

Everything became a blur. He immediately assumed that the panel had broken loose from its fixings and was 
falling. What he couldn't see was that the panel was pivoting halfway down its length, just below his foothold. 

And like it or not, he was going with it. 

The panel continued to rotate, with him still clinging doggedly on until he found himself horizontal, effectively 
lying on top of it. It rotated to its limit and came to a sudden halt with a jaw-rattlng thud of stone against stone. 

Dr. Burrows was catapulted forward, haphazardly flipping head over heels through the darkness. The flight 
ended almost as soon as it began. He landed flat on his back, the wind knocked out of him. Gulping and 
coughing, he tried to catch his breath as his hands clutched at the soft sand beneath him. He'd been lucky — it 
had cushioned his fall. 

There was a loud thud behind him and a spray of something wet across his face, accompanied by a sharp 
hissing sound. 

"What the—" Dr. Burrows heaved himself into a sitting position and turned to see what was there, fully 
expecting the arachnid hordes to be bearing down on him. But his spectacles had been knocked off in the fall, 
and without them he couldn't discern anything at all in the near-darkness. He felt around in the sand until he found 
them, and quickly replaced them on his head. 

He heard a scrabbling by his side and whipped his head in its direction. It was a jomted leg from one of the 
dust mites, as big as a horse's, severed at what was probably its equivalent ofa shoulder. He watched as it 
suddenly snapped open and shut again, with such force that it flipped itself over in the sand. It was moving as 
though it had a mind of its own — and for all Dr. Burrows knew, it probably did. 

He backed away from the limb and got to his feet, swaying groggily and still wheezing and coughing as his 
breathing slowly returned to normal. At any moment the arachnids would swarm over him. 

But there was no sign of the giant dust mites, or, indeed, the interior of the temple; just an unbroken silence, 
and darkness, and plain stone walls. 


It was as though he'd been transported to a completely different place. 

"Now where am I?" he muttered, resting his hands on his legs. After a few moment he began to feel better 
and straightened up to inspect his new surroundings. Within several seconds he'd pieced it all together. Realizing 
how incredibly fortunate he'd been, he began to babble. 

"Oh, thank you, thank you." He joined his hands together in a brief prayer, weeping tears of gratitude. 

Another spray of warm fluid filled the air. It reeked, a bitter stench that made him choke. He cast about to 
see where it was coming from. 

Six feet or so above the ground, the shiny and mangled remains ofa dust mite protruded from the wall. It 
had been trapped by the swinging panel as it slammed shut again. A bluish transparent fluid oozed and pumped 
from several sheared-off tubes, some the diameter of drainpipes, in the midst of the smashed wreckage. As he 
looked on, another shower of fluid spurted out, making him jump back in alarm. It was as though the valves of 
some bizarre machine were opening to release the pressure and flush themselves out. 

It struck him that the decapitated head of the dust mite might not be very far away, most likely with an active 
set of mandibles, if the severed limb that was still snapping open and shut was anything to go by. 

He wasn't about to stick around to find out. 

"You silly old fool, you nearly cashed in your chips back there," he told himself as he stumbled hurriedly 
away from the scene. He mopped his face with his sleeve and, still a little dazed, saw that sweeping down through 
an arched corridor were wide steps... many steps, which he now began to follow, still muttering incoherent 
prayers of gratitude. 
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Sarah was sitting dejectedly on the beach, her knees drawn up to her chin as she hugged her legs. She'd 
abandoned any attempt at concealing herself: The lantern was on full beam and, with Bartleby at her side, the two 
of them gazed at the rolling waves as they broke on the shore. 

She'd done as the Limiters ordered and followed the shoreline, but she'd have been kidding herself if she 
thought it was anything more than a tactic to get her out of the way. There was no possible reason for her to be 
here. 

As they'd been walking, she'd noted that the spring had gone from Bartleby's step now that there was no 
scent trail to sniffout. She couldn't remain angry with him for the way he'd behaved; there was something 
touching about the tenacity he'd shown in tracking his master. She kept reminding herself that this Hunter had 
been Cal's companion — the truth was that the animal had spent more time with her son than she had, and she 
was Cal's mother! 

With a rush of affection, she'd watched Bartleby's huge shoulder blades rising and falling hypnotically, first 
one side, then the other, as he slunk along. They stuck out at the best of times under his loose-fitting and hairless 
skin, but they were even more prominent now with his head hanging low. The aimless way he was carrying 
himself spoke volumes — he looked exactly the way she felt. 

And now, as they sat on the beach, she couldn't contain her frustration. 

"Wild- goose chase," she grumbled to the cat. He was scratching his ear with a paw. "Ever tried goose?" 
she asked, and he stopped, his hind leg still poised in the air, regarding her with his huge shining eyes. "Oh, I don't 
know what I'm saying!" she admitted, and lay back against the white sand as Bartleby resumed his scratching. 
"Or doing," she confessed to the stone roof far above, invisible in the darkness. 

What would Tam make of all this? What would he think of her if he'd seen the way she'd acted? She'd 
kowtowed to a patrol of corpse-chewing Limiters! She was supposed to be finding out whether Will was really 
to blame for her brother's death, and also getting Cal safely back to his home in the Colony. She was a long way 
from achieving either of those aims. She felt she had failed miserably. Why didn't I stand up to them? she 
asked herself: "Too weak," she said aloud. "That's why!" 

If the Limiters took Will alive, and she were to come face-to-face with him after he'd been captured, what 
would she do? The Limiters would probably expect her to kill him in cold blood. She couldn't do that, not 
without knowing whether he was really to blame for her brother's death. 

But if she didn't, the alternative for him would be worse... unthinkably worse. Death would be a picnic 
compared to the tortures he would endure at the hands of Rebecca and the Styx. As she pondered her dilemma 
for the umpteenth time, she realized how strong her feelings were for her son, despite everything he supposedly 
had done. She was his mother! Could he be capable of betraying his own family? Not knowing the truth was 
driving her mad. 

She suddenly became so angry that her brother had lost his life. Rage boiled up inside her, and she arched 
her back, pressing her head hard into the sand. 

"TAM!" she cried. 

Alarmed at her outburst, Bartleby scrambled to his feet. He watched as she sank back onto the beach ina 
sullen, helpless silence. Her wrath had no outlet, nowhere to go. She was like some clockwork toy that Rebecca 


and her cronies had wound up, letting it run only so far before stopping it short. 

Bartleby finished washing himself and made several dry, hacking sounds as he spat grains of sand from his 
mouth, then yawned exuberantly. He sat back filly on his haunches and, as he did so, broke wind with the 
volume of a bugler trumpeting an urgent retreat. 

It came as no surprise to Sarah; she'd noticed the cat had been supplementing his diet by chewing on the 
moldy remains of unidentifiable things he found along the way. Evidently at least one of them hadn't agreed with 
him. 

"Couldn't have put it better myself," Sarah mumbled through her clenched teeth, squeezing her eyes shut in 
frustration. 
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Following the flight of stone steps wherever they took him, Dr. Burrows had eventually emerged into another 
vast space. Here he found that the path of regularly laid slabs continued, and he went with it, moving down a 
gentle incline. For as far as he could see, menhirs peppered the ground. Dumpy, teardrop-shaped boulders up to 
twelve feet high, with rounded tops — it was a bizarre sight, as if some semi-deity had been randomly chucking 
large dollops of dough all over the place. 

Given the uniformity of the menhirs' shapes, thought, Dr. Burrows began to ask himself if they had been 
positioned not by nature but by design. He muttered various theories about their origin as he went, every so often 
jumping when his light, falling across the nearest boulder, cast shadows on those behind, giving the impression that 
something was lurking in wait. After his close calls with the winged creature and the hungry bug army, he wasn't 
going to take any more chances with the local fauna. 

But another part of his brain was also whirring away on the images he'd seen in the triptych, trying to make 
sense of them. He cursed his luck that he hadn't been able to fully decipher the inscription on the center panel in 
time. At least he had seen the letters that formed the remaining words. Now he was trying his hardest to recall 
them. 

Using the technique that usually worked, he forced himself to thnk about something unrelated, hoping this 
would unlock the images in his memory. He directed all his attention to the Coprolite map, much of which was 
still an enigma to him. 

All that he'd encountered so far, the chocolate cavern and then the temple, was on the map, clear as day, 
once he'd examined it again. The problem was, the rather strange icons that represented them were so small as to 
be almost microscopic, and he'd misplaced his magnifying glass somewhere along the way. It probably wouldn't 
have made much difference even if he did still have it, because there was no legend on the map to tell him what 
any of the features were. Interpreting them came down to pure guesswork. 

Nevertheless, at least the Coprolite map gave him some notion of the sheer scale of the Deeps. It had two 
major features on it: the Great Plain and its surrounding areas to the left, and to the right something that could very 
well be a huge hole in the ground — he didn't need a magnifying glass to determine that! The same hole as 
portrayed in the triptych, he assumed. 

Numerous tracks radiated from the Great Plain, and many of these eventually converged at the hole, as if it 
was a street map of the center of some large conurbation back up on the earth's surface. And he was on one of 
those tracks right now. 

Quite a number of routes led off the hole and over to the far right of the map, where they all seemed to 
terminate in dead ends. Whether this was because the Coprolites never used them, or because they had never 
explored them, he didn't know. But this race had lived in these parts for how many generations he could only 
guess, and given that they were master miners, he would have been mighty surprised if they'd left any stone 
unturned or quarter unexplored. The Coprolites, from what he could gather, were not only master miners but 
master prospectors — the two went hand in hand — so they would have surveyed all the outlying areas in case 
precious stones or something similar were to be found there. 

Dr. Burrows wondered ifhis expedition, his "grand tour" of the subterranean lands, was going to culminate in 
him going up and down a series of these cul-de-sacs. Provided he could find some food and, more crucially, 
some clean water, his time would be occupied with exploring all the areas marked on the Coprolite map, combing 
them for ancient settlements and any artifacts of note. 

If this was the case, his journey had a finite end, and there was no way he would be reaching deeper levels 
in the earth's mantle, where untold archaeological treasures might lie or past civilizations beyond anyone's 
imagination might have once lived — or still live. 

He knew he shouldn't be disappointed. Despite all the danger he'd faced, he'd already made some of the 
most remarkable discoveries of the century, probably of any century. Ifhe ever made it back home, he'd be 
lauded as one of the greats of the archaeological fraternity. 

When he'd set out from Highfield on that day so long ago, heaving back the shelves in his cellar to begin 
down the tunnel he'd dug, as ifhe'd been a character from some farfetched children's story, he'd had absolutely no 


conception of what he was getting himself into. But he had got this far, and in the course of his journey he'd 
overcome everything that had been thrown at him, surprising himself in the process. 

And now, as he thought about it, he realized he'd developed a taste for adventure, for taking risks. As he 
strolled down the dark path, his shoulders straightened and he allowed himself a swagger. 

"Move over, Howard Carter," he declared in a loud voice. "Tutankhamen's tomb is nothing compared to 
my discoveries!" 

Dr. Burrows could almost hear the thunderous applause, the accolades, and imagine the many television 
appearances and the... 

His shoulders suddenly slumped again, and the swagger evaporated. 

Somehow it wasn't enough. 

Sure, he had a mammoth task ahead of him. Just documenting everything on the Coprolite map would be 
enough to keep him busy for many lifetimes — and require a huge research team — but still, he felt a profound 
sense of disappomtment. 

He wanted more! 

The hole shown on the map... what could it be? All the routes wouldn't converge there, it wouldn't be so 
prominent in the ancient temple's triptych, if it was just some geological feature! 

He halted on the path, muttering animatedly as he began to point in the air at an imaginary blackboard. 

"Great Plain," he announced, pointing at the left of the blackboard with a thrust of his hand as if he was 
addressing a lecture hall full of students. He swung his other arm up to the right, outlining a ring in the air with his 
light. "Big hole... here," he said, jabbing repeatedly into its center. "What are you, mystery hole?" 

He lowered his arms to his sides, exhaling through his tea-stained teeth. Yes, that hole had to be important. 

The triptych flashed before him. There was a message in those three panels. And he needed to recall the 
last letters of the inscription so that he could complete the translation and put the whole thing together. But it 
remained just out of his grasp! 

He sighed. 

He had to get to the hole and find out for himself. 

Maybe it was what he was yearning for... a way down. 

Maybe there was still hope. 

He started off again with a burst of enthusiasm. 


* * * * * 


About twenty minutes into his new journey, Dr. Burrows heard a scratchy noise ahead of him and 
immediately looked up. 

The noise came again, clearer. 

Within seconds his light revealed that two forms were gliding toward him on the path. 

He couldn't quite believe what he was seeing — two people walking together. 

As they drew closer, he saw that it was a pair of Styx: the soldiers known as Limiters, from the look of their 
long coats, rifles, and backpacks. He'd seen a couple of them before at the Miners' Station when he'd first gotten 
off the train. The scratchy noise was their voices. 

He couldn't believe his luck. He hadn't so much as glimpsed a single living soul for days and thought how 
bizarre it was to bump into another human being down here, never mind two, in this network of thousands of miles 
of passageways and interlnking caverns. What were the chances? 

When they were no more than fifteen feet from him, he hailed them, calling out "Hello!" in an expectant, 
friendly voice. 

One of them glanced at him, with ice-cold eyes and a face devoid of expression, but there was no effort at 
any sort of acknowledgment. The other soldier didn't even raise his eyes from the path ahead of him. The two of 
them continued marching purposefully and talking to each other, not paying him any heed whatsoever as they 
moved on. 

Dr. Burrows was flummoxed but didn't stop, either. Their total lack of interest made him feel like a street 
beggar who'd had the effrontery to ask a couple of businessmen for money. He couldn't believe it! 

"Oh, well, suit yourself," he said with a shrug, turning his thoughts back to more important matters. 

"Where are you, what are you, hole in the ground?" he inquired of the silent menhirs around him, his mind 
again churning with endless theories. 
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"Stroke! Stroke! Stroke!" Chester called as he and Will pulled the oars. Chester had said he'd done some 
rowing with his father, and Elliott had let him take control the moment they'd clambered into the rickety-looking 
boat. In fact, boat was to grandiose a word for the canoe-cum-coracle, which had creaked ominously as they all 


climbed aboard. It was about fourteen feet long and had a wooden frame over which a hidelike material was 
stretched and stitched. 

It clearly hadn't been designed to carry four passengers, particularly to with all their gear. Scrunched up in 
the prow of the boat, Cal grumbled quietly to himself as he tried to nurse his bad leg. He was attempting to 
position himself so he could straighten it out, which was nigh on impossible with Will pressed so close by. 

"Oi! Watch it! There's no way I can row if you keep dong that!" Will protested when Cal dug into his back 
yet again as he shifted himself around. Cal finally found that the optimum position was for him to lie in the bottom 
of the boat with his head crammed into the V of the prow — by doing this, he could hook his bad leg up on the 
side and extend it fully. 

"This ain't some pleasure cruise, you know!" Will joked in between breaths when he caught the curious sight 
of a foot sticking up in the air from the corner of his eye. 

"Stroke... str— concentrate, Will!" Chester ordered as he endeavored to get his friend to row in time with 
him. It quickly became evident that Chester didn't really know what he was doing, either, despite his earlier 
claims. All too often his oars skimmed ineffectually over the surface with a spray of water. 

"Where did you say you learned to do this?" Will asked. 

"Wilderness camp," Chester admitted. 

"You're kidding!" Will exclaimed. 

"Shaddup, will you?" Chester retorted with a broad smile. 

Their syncopation was chaotic, to say the least, but Will decided that traveling by boat had to be the best 
way to get around. The physical exertion from the rowing was blowing the cobwebs from his mind; he felt more 
clearheaded than he had in days. And the light breeze gusting over the water was just enough to whisk the 
perspiration from his brow as he heaved on the oars. He felt invigorated. 

They seemed to be making good time, although Will couldn't see that shore — or anything else, for that 
matter — to judge how fast they were going. The endless darkness and the invisible stretch of water all around 
them were a little daunting; the only light was from Chester's lantern, dimmed to its lowest setting, in the bottom of 
the boat. 

Perched at the helm, Elliott, true to form, watched alertly behind them, although the island had long since 
been shrouded from view. Facing her as they rowed, Will and Chester were just about able to make out her dim 
silhouette. They were waiting for her to issue instructions, but it seemed like an interminably long time before she 
spoke. 

She suddenly told them to stop, and Will and Chester rested the oars, although the boat seemed to coast 
along surprisingly quickly by itself, as if caught in a powerful current. Will hung his head over the side — he could 
see faint, indistinct shapes deep within the water. They appeared to intensify and then fade away just as fast. 
Some were small and darted rapidly, while others, more substantial forms, moved ponderously and gave offa 
much stronger light. 

As he watched with rapt fascination, the broad, flattened face ofa fish, maybe as much as a foot and a half 
across from gill to gill, bobbed up just below the surface. Between its large eyes there was a long stalk, which 
had at its tip an greenish, pulsating light. Its mouth gaped open to release a gush of bubbles, closed again, and 
then the fish submerged. With a frisson of excitement, Will immediately spotted the resemblance to anglerfish, 
which inhabit the deep recesses of Topsoil oceans. There must be a whole ecosystem hidden under these 
waves, he thought. Living creatures that generate their own light! 

Much as the fish had just done, he opened his mouth to say something to the others about his discovery 
when he was silenced by a tiny splash, like a stone hitting the water, perhaps some fifty feet off the port side. 

"It starts," Elliott whispered cryptically. 

A distant bang followed, maybe as much as a second later. More of these splashes and subsequent bangs 
ensued, but they were too far away for Will to see what was causing them. 

"Now would be a good time to turn off that light," Elliott suggested. 

"Why?" Chester asked innocently, still peering into the darkness. 

"Because the Limiters are on the beach." 

"They're shooting at us, dimwit," Cal spoke up. On the starboard side, no more than fifteen feet away, Will 
noticed a small tick of water flick up from the sea's surface. 

"Shooting at us?" Chester repeated, slow to take in what he was being told. "Shooting?!" he exclaimed as 
he figured it out at last, immediately fumbling to extinguish the lantern. The light off, he sat up and swiveled around 
in the direction of Elliott. He was flabbergasted at how calm she was. The volley continued, with further splashes 
all around them — they seemed to be coming closer. Chester flinched each time. 

"If those really are shots..." Will began. 

"Certainly are," Elliott confirmed. 

"then shouldn't we be rowing like mad hooligans?" Will asked, tightening his grip on the oars in readiness. 

"No need, we're well out of range... they're taking potshots." Eliott allowed herselfa small laugh. "We 
must've really ticked them off But it would be one in a million if they hit us." 

Will heard Chester grumble something to the effect of "With my luck," as he tucked his head protectively 
into his shoulder, simultaneously trying to get a view of the island in the pitch-black. 

"I've got them exactly where I want them," Elliott said quietly. 


"You've got them exactly where you want them?" Chester's voice wheezed with incredulity. "Surely you 


" 


"Slow fuses," Elliott interrupted. "My specialty." 

The tone of her voice told them nothing, and they all waited, with just the sounds of the creaking boat and 
the swirling water around them, and the odd splash from the continuing gunfire. 

"Any second now..." Elliott said. 

A flash lit up the stretch of beach from which they had set out to sea. It looked deceptively tiny to the boys 
over the distance. Then the sound of the blast reached them, making them all jump. 

"What the—" Cal exclaimed, sitting up. 

"No, wait..." Elliott said, holding up her hand. Her outline was thrown into sharp relief by the far-off flames. 
"If any of them lived through that, they'll be falling over themselves like scalded rats to get inland and away from 
the beach." She began to count, inclining her head ever so slightly with each number. 

The boys held their breaths. 

A second explosion, far mightier than the first, erupted with massive red and yellow starbursts that streaked 
high into the cavern, their plumes leaping over the tops of the tall fern trees. It seemed to Will that the whole 
island must have been blown to smithereens. They all felt the force of the blast on their faces, and pieces of 
airborne debris were already falling into the water around them. 

"Blimey!" gasped Cal. 

"Awesome!" said Chester. "You totaled the island!" 

"What the heck was that? " Will asked, wondering if there'd be anything left of the wildlife, or whether it 
would all be engulfed by fire — though he had to admit that ifa few shabby primordial chickens got their tail 
feathers singed, then he wasn't overly concerned. 

"That was the clincher," Elliott said. "The perfect ambush...and the first explosion drove them straight into 
t." 

It was as if the flames were floating on the surface of the sea itself, sending long reflections across the inky 
waters. For the first time Will could gauge the vastness of the space they were in: the far-off coastline to his right 
was dimly lit up, but there was absolutely nothing visible in the direction they were heading nor any sign of land at 
all to his left. 

With the sound of the explosion still resonating around the immense cavern, debris continued to fall close to 
the boat, much of it burning until it hit the water and sizzled out. 

"Did you set all that up?" Chester asked Elliott. 

"Drake and I did. He called it his 'party trick,' although I never understood what he meant," Elliott 
admitted. She twisted away from the spectacle, her features hidden within the impenetrable blackness as the 
nimbus of fiery tongues silhouetted her. She slowly bowed her head as if in prayer. "He was so good... a good 
man," she said, in not much more than a whisper. 

As Will, Chester and Cal marveled at the inferno on the island, none of them uttered a word, sharing her 
sense of loss for Drake. It was as though the burning island was a funeral pyre, a fitting send-off for him — not 
only was there a glorious light extravaganza in this unlikeliest of places to honor his death, but also some of his 
enemies had been brought to justice. 

After the sober moment of reflection, Elliott spoke up. 

"So, how do you like your Limiters done?" 

She began to laugh jubilantly. 

"Rare," Chester replied, quick as a flash. The boys joined in with her laughter, hesitantly at first, but then 
roaring so loudly the boat rocked. 


* * * * * 


Sarah was shocked from her torpor by the first explosion, and by the second she was on her feet and racing 
down to the water's edge, with Bartleby following close behind her. 

She whistled at the sheer size of the blast and immediately brought up her rifle, wrapping the sling around her 
arm to hold the weapon steady. Through the scope she scrutinized the fiery point, so small over the waves. Then 
she slowly moved the rifle away from the island, combing back and forth over the watery horizon. The glow 
radiating from the fire enabled the light gathering scope to function highly effectively, but it was still some minutes 
before she spotted anything. She adjusted the magnification on the scope, trying to clarify the image. 

"A boat?" she asked herself: In the extreme distance there was no way she could tell who was in it, but she 
knew instinctively that it wasn't the Styx. No, in her gut she knew that what she sought was in that boat bobbing 
on the waves. 

"Looks like we're back in business, my old friend," she said to Bartleby, who was flicking his bony tail as if 
he already knew what they were going to do. Sarah took a last glance at the burning island, and her lips curled 
into a malicious smile. "And I suppose Rebecca will need to draft some new Limiters." 
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"Get it together," Elliott urged from the helm as Will and Chester pulled on the oars, still not in syne with 
each other. 

"Where exactly are we going?" Cal called out to her. "You said you would take us somewhere safe." 

There was a splash as Will misjudged his stroke, his blade skipping across the water. Elliott gave no 
response, so Cal tried again. 

"We want to know where you're taking us. We have a right to know," he insisted. He sounded peeved; 
Will knew that his leg must be bothering him. 

Elliott turned from her rifle. "We're going to lose ourselves in the Wetlands. If we make it that far." She 
paused for several uneven oar strokes, then spoke again. "The White Necks won't be able to track us there." 

"Why?" Will asked, wheezing from the exertion of rowing. 

"Because it's like... like one big, never-ending swamp..." She sounded uneasy, as if she lacked conviction in 
what she was saying, and this didn't give the boys much confidence, since they hung on her every word. "No one 
in their right mind ever goes into those parts," she continued. "We can lie low until the Styx give us up for lost." 

"These Wetlands, are they deeper? Below where we are now?" Cal asked, before Will had the breath to 
ask. 

Elliott shook her head. "No, it's one of the outlying areas of the Great Plain that we call the Wastes. Some 
of the fringes are just too dangerous because of hot spots... Drake never let us spend more that a few days there. 
It'll suit us for a while, then we'll move on to some other places in the Wastes. They're a lot easier to survive in." 

The boys remained silent after that, each left alone with his thoughts. Her words rang in their heads — the 
Wastes didn't sound very promising, but none of them felt terribly inclined to ask any more questions. 

"We're in the pull of currents from a band of whirlpools a couple of miles east," Elliott eventually said. She 
jabbed a finger over their heads to the starboard side. "And if you don't want to see them up close, I suggest you 
both put your backs into keeping us on course." 

"Aye-aye, Captain," Will grumbled, his earlier enthusiasm for the boat journey all but gone. 

Several hours later, after a marathon rowing session, Elliott told them to stop again. Will and Chester 
welcomed the rest, their arms so tired that they trembled when they raised their canteens for a drink. Elliott 
instructed Cal to keep watch with the loose rifle scope and Will to put on his headset. 

Will flipped the lens down over his eye and turned it on. The view sizzled with orange snow until it settled 
into a cohesive image, and he saw that they weren't far off the coast. The boat was drifting toward what Will took 
to be a headland. 

As they drifted farther in, silken fingers reached over the surface of the water. A wispy mist crept toward 
them, the hazy layer thickening to such an extent that it began to spill in over the sides of the boat. The lantern at 
Chester's feet sent a diffuse illumination through the mist, conferring on it a milky translucence and making their 
faces glow eerily. Before long they couldn't see anything below their waists. It was a strange sensation to sit 
there, with the unbroken blanket all around them, as they cut a path through it in the now invisible boat. The fog 
seemed to absorb all sound, damping even the lapping of the waves. 

The air temperature grew warmer as they went, and although none of them said a word, the boys felt as if 
there was a physical pressure forcing itself down on each of them. Whether it was the gloominess of the 
mistscape or some other phenomenon, they were all experiencing identical sensations of melancholia and 
desolation. 

They drifted for another twenty mmutes. They seemed to be entering a cove or bay. The forlorn silence 
was broken as the keel of the boat bumped against rocks and ran aground. It was odd. It felt as though the dark 
spell had been broken, as though they had all woken from an uneasy dream. 

Elliott wasted no time in jumping out of the boat. They heard the splashes as she landed, but there was no 
indication of how deep the water was because the fog reached just over her thighs. She waded to the front of the 
boat and, guiding it around, heaved it along behind her. 

Will turned his attention to the stretch of coast. They had indeed arrived in a bay, its two promontories 
jutting out to sea on either side. The slow-moving mist tumbled out from the creek, parted in places by peaks of 
jagged-looking rocks. He, Chester, and Cal stayed put while Elliott drew the boat behind her for a short 
distance. Then she ordered them to disembark, and, one after another, they clambered reluctantly out of the boat, 
taking their kit with them. 

The water was no more than three feet deep, although currents pulled powerfully against their legs. Taking 
care not to slip, they trod toward the rocky foreshore while Elliott tugged the boat up a small inlet to hide it. It 
made a hollow scraping sound as she dragged it ashore. 

Will and Chester splashed through the last of the shallows. "Shouldn't we help? She..." Chester was 
suggesting to Will, just as they both noticed a change in the foreshore. The noise from the boat seemed to bring 
about a muted rumble, although the cloak of mist prevented them from seeing its source. Cal, scrambling over the 
rocks some twenty paces ahead of them, had also realized something was up. All three of them stopped on the 
spot. 

The low rumble continued. There was a stirring and a movement, as if the rocks themselves were coming to 


life, and, all at once, scores of small lights glowed just above the misty blanket, flickering dimly like pairs of candle 
flames fanned by a draft. 

"Eyes!" Chester stuttered. "They're eyes!" 

He was right. They caught the light from Chester's and Cal's lanterns and reflected it back, just as surely as 
if they were deer ina car's beams. Looking through his headset, Will saw that what he'd assumed was the craggy 
rock formation of the promontories and the foreshore was much more: It was a living carpet, and in a fraction of 
a second the whole area was rife with activity. 

As the streaming mist parted, Will made out what appeared to be birds — storks with long legs — flexing 
open their wings. But they weren't birds; they were lizards, the likes of which Will had never seen before. 

"What do we do now?" Chester said, pulling closer to Will in his panic. 

"Will!" Cal called out, hovering uncertainly, then beginning to step backward into the water again. 

"Where's Elliott?" Chester asked urgently. They spotted her striding across the foreshore. Showing no 
concern whatsoever, she cut a furrow straight through the creatures. With a rubbery beating sound, they unfolded 
their wings and moved out of her way, making the most miserable wails, like young children crying out in terrible 
pain. 

"That's really spooky," Chester said, a little more at ease now that he saw that the creatures didn't seem to 
pose any danger. 

As their wings flapped, wafting aside the mist, Will observed that the creatures were angular and each had a 
single prehensile claw on its leading edge. Their bodies were bulbous, with tapering thoraxes and dumpy 
abdomens, and, like their wings, they had a gray sheen to them, similar to polished slate. Their heads were the 
shape of flattened cylinders with rounded ends, supported by spindly necks and their jaws, as they gaped open 
and shut again, were smooth and toothless. 

Elliott's passage through the flock disturbed the creatures so much that they began to take wing. But before 
they could lift off from the ground, they needed a running start — a few strangely stiff and mechanical steps. 

In seconds the air was thick with the creatures, their wings beating and thrumming in an unbroken hum. The 
strange unsettling calls continued, spreading down the colony as if they were communicating their alarm to each 
other. Once all the creatures were airborne, they gathered into a single flock over the water. Entranced, Will 
watched them through the lens, a continually shifting orange smear that disappeared into the distance in a mass 
migration. 

"Get a move on!" Elliott shouted. "We don't have time for sightseeing." She waved impatiently to them to 
follow her up the foreshore. 

"Weren't they just wild? Wish I'd gotten a photo of them," Will babbled excitedly to Chester as they hurried 
to catch up with Elliott, who was making a beeline for the cavern wall. 

Chester didn't seem amused. "Yeah, right. How about if we made it into a postcard to send to the folks 
back home?" he snapped in a loud voice. "Wish you were here... having a wonderful time... in the land of the 
freakish talking dragons." 

"You've read too much of that fantasy stuff They're not freakish talking dragons at all," Will retorted 
sharply. He was so caught up with this latest discovery that he hadn't sensed his friend's frame of mind. Chester 
was simmering and about to blow. "What they are, Chester, is freakin' amazing... some sort of prehistoric flying 
lizard, like pterosaurs," Will continued. "You know... pterodactyls—" 

"Listen, matey, I don't give a stuff what they are." Chester cut across Will belligerently, his head down as 
they negotiated their way through the craggy rocks. "Every time this happens, I tell myself there can't be anything 
worse, and, sure enough, just around the next corner..." He shook his head and spat, as if disgusted. "Perhaps if 
you'd read those books and been into normal stuff, instead of grubbing around in tunnels like some troll or 
something, we wouldn't be in this mess. You're the freak... no, you're worse than that, you're an egghead and a 
jerk and a danger to anyone around you!" 

"There's no need to throw a wobbly, Chester," Will said, trying to smooth things over. 

"Don't you tell me what to do. You're not in charge," Chester seethed. 

"I was only... the lizards... I... " Will tried to respond, his voice failing with indignation. 

"Oh, just shut up! You just can't get it into your thick bonce that nobody else gives a stuff about your grotty 
fossils or animal mutants, can you? They're all gross and should be squashed, like insects," he ranted, stamping his 
foot down and grinding it in the dust to emphasize his point as he spun around to face Will. 

"I didn't mean to upset you, Chester," Will said apologetically. 

"Upset me?" Chester shouted hysterically. "You've done worse than that to me. I'm fed up to the back 
teeth with all ofthis! And, most of all, I'm sick of the very sight of you!" 

"I told you how sorry I was," Will replied weakly. 

Chester threw his hands open in an aggressive gesture. "So it's as simple as that, is it? D'you really think 
you can blag your way out of this with a sorry, then I'm expected to let you off... I'm supposed to forgive you for 
everything, am I?" He gave Will such a look of scorn that it struck him speechless. "Words are cheap, especially 
yours," Chester said in a low, shaking voice and strode off. 

Will was shattered by his friend's remarks. So much for the spirit of camaraderie that he had felt before. 
He'd so hoped their friendship was back on sound footing again, but he saw now that their jokey exchanges on 
the beach and in the boat meant nothing at all. Will had been laboring under an illusion. And however much he 


tried to shrug it off he was cut to the quick by his friend's outburst. He didn't need to be reminded that he was to 
blame for everything. He'd wrenched Chester away from his parents and his life in Highfield and gotten him 
embroiled in this nightmarish situation, which was getting worse by the second. 

He started walking again, but his guilt had returned and it weighed heavily on him. He tried to tell himself 
that Chester's sheer fatigue must be the cause of his outpouring — tempers were bound to be frayed when they'd 
all had so little sleep — but he didn't find this a very convincing reason for Chester's behavior. His former friend 
was speaking his mind; it was as clear as that. 

Not helped one bit by Chester's outburst, Will himself felt pretty ropy. He would have given anything for a 
hot bath and a clean bed with crisp white sheets — he felt like he could sleep for a month. He sought out his 
brother a little way ahead and saw that with each step Cal took he was leaning heavily on the walking stick. His 
gait was awkward, as if his leg was about to give out at any moment. 

No, none of them was in good shape. He hoped that before long they'd have an opportunity for a well- 
earned rest. But he wasn't about to delude himself that this was in the cards, not with the Limiters on their heels. 

They gathered around Elhott by the cavern wall. She was standing before an open seam, a slitlike gap at the 
base of the source of the mist, which poured out in an unceasing flow. Will kept his distance from Chester, 
pretending instead to devote all his attention to the seam, although the thick mist prevented him from seeing very 
much of tt. 

"We've got a long haul ahead of us," Elliott warned as she unwound a length of rope, which they tied around 
their waists. She was at the head of the chain, then Cal, Chester and lastly Wil. "Don't want anyone to wander 
off," she told them, then paused before looking from Will to Chester. 

"You two OK now?" 

She heard it all... She must have heard everything Chester said, Will thought uneasily. 

Because this isn't going to be easy, and we all need to stick together," she continued. 

Will grunted something approximating a yes, while Chester didn't offer any sort of response, studiously 
avoiding Will's eyes. 

"And you," Elliott said, singling out Cal. "I need to know... are you up to this?" 

"T'll manage," he replied, nodding sanguinely. 

"I sincerely hope so," she said, and turned to give them all a last look before she ducked into the seam. "See 
you on the other side." 


Part Five 


The Pore 
45 


"Remarkable!" Dr. Burrows cried, his voice echoing over and over, then fading until all that could be heard 
was the splatter of water. It fell in occasional showers as he stood before two large stone columns at what 
appeared to be the conclusion of the path. 

He turned this way and that as he tried to take in everything at once. 

For starters, the keystone at the apex of the arch had a three-pronged symbol cut into it. He'd seen it 
several times before on sections so masonry throughout his travels in the Deeps, and it also cropped up on the 
stone tablets he'd recorded in his notebook. The symbol didn't correspond to any of the glyphics on the Dr. 
Burrows Stone, so the question of what it meant vexed him considerably. 

But this paled into insignificance as he took a few paces under the structure and the path broadened out into 
an area laid with large flagstones. 

With mounting disbelief, he laughed, then stopped, then laughed again as his eyes fell upon the jet-black void 
before him. It was the most colossal hole in the ground. And he was standing on some sort of pier that overhung 
t. 

A wind gusted from above as he took small steps over the worn flagstones to the very brink of the 
precipice. 

The sheer scale of the opening caused his heart to pound with excitement. He certainly couldn't see any 
evidence of the other side — it was completely shrouded in darkness. He wished he had a more powerful light 
source so he could make an informed estimate of its size, but from his reckoning a pretty substantial mountain 
could have been dropped into it, with room to spare. 

Slowly raising his head, he could also see that there was a correspondingly large opening in the roof — 
whatever this feature was, it seemed to continue above and was the source of the wind and the sporadic torrents 


of water. His lips moved, but made no sound, as he began to speculate on where this incredible natural feature 
might end — maybe it had once been open at the earth's surface and at some point become capped off by a shift 
in the tectonic plates or perhaps by volcanic activity... 

But he didn't dwell on any of that now as he was once again compelled to look down into its depths. It was 
as if the blackness of the vacuum was mesmerizing him, drawing him closer. From the corner of his eye he 
spotted some steps leading off the edge of the platform. 

"Is this it?" he asked himself with bated breath. "Is this my ticket even deeper?" 

He started down the cracked stone stairs. 

"Blast!" he said, his shoulders hunching as he found that the stairway hardly went any distance. He kneeled, 
peering in the gloom to see ifa section had collapsed. 

"No joy," he sighed despondently. 

There was nothing he could see to suggest that the stairs did indeed extend farther down — there was just 
the small vestigial flight, consisting of seven steps, on which he was perched. Maybe, farther around the rim of the 
opening, there might be a similar set of steps that was intact. Another way down. 

He returned to the top, still trying to make sense of everything. So this was the hole on the Coprolite map, 
and it had to be the same hole depicted on the central panel of the triptych in the ugly bug temple. 

He could see why the ancient people had considered it so significant. They — the civilization that had built 
and used the temple — clearly believed it was something holy, something worthy of worship. He massaged the 
nape of his neck, as he began to think. 

Were those ant-sized people in the main picture of the triptych throwing themselves into the hole as 
part of some ritual act? Were they simply sacrificing themselves? Or was there more to all this? 

Those questions built in his head, swirling around his cranium as if they were caught in a tornado, every one 
of them demanding his attention, calling for him to solve them, when all of a sudden his whole body convulsed as if 
he'd been struck by lightning. 

"Yes! I've got it!" he cried, just falling short of shouting out Eureka! 

He tore open his rucksack and yanked out his notebook, literally dropping onto it as he dived to the ground 
and began to dash off what he was remembering. The remaining words from the central panel in the temple had at 
last surfaced in his memory — he could visualize very nearly all of the detail, not quite photo-perfectly, but enough 
so that he could use his Dr. Burrows Stone to attempt a translation once he'd gotten the letters down. 

After ten minutes of furious scribbling, a big smile formed on his face. 

"Garden of the... Second Sun!" he cried. Then the smile evaporated and his brow creased. "Garden of the 
Second Sun? What the heck does that mean? What garden? What Second Sun? 

He rolled onto his side to regard the hole. 

"Facts, facts, facts, and only the facts," he said, quoting an oft-used mantra that kept him in check whenever 
he felt he was about to be swept away by a wave of wild speculation. He tried to think in logical sequences, 
knowing he had to discipline himself to construct a foundation from all the things he'd discovered. Then, and only 
then, could he start to build some theories on top of it and set out to test their veracity. 

One thing he could quite categorically assume was a revelation in itself. All the geologists and geophysicists 
back home had gotten it completely wrong. He was many miles below the earth's surface, and by their reckoning 
he should be cooked to a crisp by now. While he'd run into areas of intense heat, where there was very possibly 
the presence of molten rock, it certamly didn't correspond to the generally held belief about the composition of the 
planet and the increasing temperature gradient. 

That was all very well and good, but it didn't help him get closer to any of the answers he was seeking. 

He began to whistle through his teeth, thinking, thinking... 

Who were the people of the temple? 

It was clear that they were a race who, many millennia ago, had taken refuge under the surface of 
the planet. 

But, as depicted in the "Garden of Eden" triptych, they'd made a pilgrimage back to the surface of 
the earth; what had become of them there? 

With an expression of utter bafflement, he let out a final high-pitched squeak ofa whistle and rose to his 
feet. He went back through the arch, then picked his way down the steps again. 

Maybe he had been mistaken. Maybe the steps did continue somewhere down below, but he hadn't seen 
them. He took the blue-handled geological hammer from his belt and, squatting on the bottom step, lodged its tip 
into a fissure in the wall. He thumped it with the palm of his hand to make absolutely sure it was firmly anchored. 
It seemed secure enough. Then he gripped it with one hand and, with the light orb suspended by its lanyard in the 
other, he leaned out as far as he dared, attempting to see more of what lay below. 

As he peered into the pitch-blackness, the light orb swinging and his brain still whirring away on the triptych, 
an idea popped into his head. 

By jumping into this hole, did the people of the temple truly believe they'd reach some promised 
land? Was this they way to their Garden of Eden, or their nirvana, or whatever you chose to call it? 

Suddenly, like a second bolt from the blue, he was hit with a bombshell of a concept. 

Maybe he'd been looking in the wrong direction all this time. He'd been so intent on looking up, he'd never 
considered looking down! 


Maybe there was a very good reason why the ancient people had had nothing to do with the cultures on the 
surface for so many millennia. Even if they had originally fled from the surface, bringing their ability to write and 
their enlightened ways with them, maybe they'd never returned there. This could be why he could recall nothing 
in the historical record of all the earth's civilizations that picked up their story. 

So... 

He came up from his thoughts for a quick breath before diving straight back into them again. 

...did they have the secret of what lies below, in the center of the earth? Was there really a "Garden 
of the Second Sun" to be found there? And did they really believe that they could get there by throwing 
themselves into a whopping great hole? Why would they believe that? Why? Why? Why? 

Perhaps they were right! 

The whole notion was too fantastical for him, but, just the same, the primitive people quite evidently believed 
the act would take them to their idyllic paradise — believed it with a fervor. 

Certainly Dr. Burrows was overtired and suffering from a lack of food, but a nonsensical suggestion popped 
into his head. 

Should I chance it all and jump into the hole? 

"You've got to be joking!" he immediately answered himself out loud. 

No, it was lunacy! What was he thinking? How could he, a man of considerable learning, subscribe to a 
pagan belief that by some miracle he'd survive the fall and find wondrous groves of fruit trees and a blazing sun 
waiting for him? 

A sun in the center of the earth? 

No, he was being exceedingly foolish. Talk about rational scientific deduction! 

Roundly dismissing the suggestion, he pulled himself back onto the step, and then turned around. 

He screamed with fright. 

The giant insect was there right behind him — his oversized dust mite — its mandibles swishing in his face. 

Dr. Burrows recoiled, scrabbling away from it in complete and utter panic. He lost his balance, his arms 
cartwheeling as he tipped backward from the step. 

There was no heroic yell as he fell, just a brief squawk of unwelcome surprise, and he was gone, a tiny figure 
corkscrewing through the air, down into the dark oblivion of the Pore. 
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From up ahead Chester pulled the rope with such force that it caught against Will's wrist and yanked his arm 
from under him. He dropped into the hot, sticky mud. He heard Chester's voice, muffled and indistinct, as it 
uttered what Will took to be curses, most likely directed toward him. Chester yanked the rope again, even more 
fiercely this time. In light of their earlier exchange, Will knew without a doubt that Chester would be blaming him 
for this unpleasant leg of their journey, just as he did for anything else that came along. Will's resentment grew — 
wasn't he suffering just as much as the others? 

"I'm coming! I'm freakin' coming!" he shouted back furiously as he began to haul himself along again, spitting 
and swearing as he went. 

He thought he was closing the gap on Chester, but he still couldn't see him through the mist. It was only 
when Will pulled on the rope that he discovered it must have snagged on something. It was stuck fast. 

Chester was shouting again at the delay. Whatever he was saying sounded pretty disagreeable. 

"Shut up, will you? The rope's caught!" Will screamed back as he lay on his side and used his lantern to try 
to see what was causing the problem. It was hopeless; he couldn't see a thing. Guessing it had become hung up 
around a piece of rock, he flipped the rope several times until it eventually came free. Then he crawled up the 
slope like crazy until he caught up with Chester, who, once again, had stopped — presumably because Cal, in 
front of him, had also come to a standstill. 

Right from the start the seam had climbed at a constant gradient of thirty degrees. The lack of headroom 
meant there was no choice but to go up the incline on all fours. The underlying substrate was smooth and ran with 
copious amounts of water as it drained down the slope and into the sea below. As they climbed, the water was 
replaced by warm mud. With the consistency of crude oil, it was incredibly slippery and made the going that 
much more difficult. 

A litle farther up they came to a stretch where the rock became quite hot to the touch, and Will could see 
little pools of the mud bubbling. Then they passed through an area in which small jets of steam puffed around 
them like miniature geysers — clearly these were the source of the ever-present mist. 

It wasn't dissimilar from being in a sauna turned up to its full setting — it was intolerably hot and humid. Will 
was breathing quickly and pulling at the collar of his shirt in a futile attempt to cool himself down. And every so 
often, the stench of raw sulfur permeated the air, so much so that Will felt quite dizzy and wondered how the 
others were dealing with it. 

Elliott had allowed them to have their lanterns on full beam, saying that the light was unlikely to be detected 


within the confines of the seam, especially since the mist masked everything. Will was grateful for this; it would 
have been horribly claustrophobic without any illumination to show the way. 

Ona couple of occasions, Will heard his brother's voice up ahead. From his curses, he sounded distinctly 
unhappy. Indeed, all three boys were giving vent to their frustration, interspersing their grumbling and groaning 
with some pretty choice language. Chester was the most vociferous, letting rip and swearing like a sailor. Only 
Elliott was her usual taciturn self, remaining silent as they went. 

With a yank on the rope from Chester, Will realized he'd almost fallen asleep, and he quickly started off 
again. In no time at all, he had to stop and, as he wiped the mud from his eyes, he observed a nearby mud pool in 
which bubbles formed and popped with a noise that was best described as a steady glop glop. 

Yet another unnecessarily savage tug of the rope came. 

"Gee, thanks, friend!" he yelled up the slope at Chester. 

The frequent tugs were a constant reminder of who Will was roped to. With nothing but the grueling climb 
to occupy him, he began to dwell on what Chester had said. 

Words are cheap, especially yours!" 

"I'm sick of the sight of you!" 

The sentence rang loud and clear in Will's mind. 

How dare Chester say those things? 

Will hadn't intended for any of this to happen. He'd never in a million years dreamed they'd end up in such 
danger when he and Chester had set out to discover what had become of Will's missing father. And months ago, 
as they had walked together along the railway track on the approach to the Miners' Station, Will had apologized 
to Chester from the bottom of his heart. Chester had given every indication then that he had accepted Will's 
apology without reservation. 

"Words are cheap, especially yours!" 

Chester had thrown it all back in his face, and what could Will possibly do to make amends? 

Nothing. 

It was an impossible situation. It started Will thinking about what would happen when he was reunited with 
his father. It was clear that Chester had formed a strong allegiance to Elliott — maybe partly to spite Will. But 
whatever his motivation, the two seemed very close, and Will was soundly excluded. 

But ifhis father appeared on the scene, how would Elliott react to him joming up with them? And how 
would his dad react to her? Would they all stay together: he, his father, Chester, Cal, and Elliott? Will couldn't 
imagine them somehow all getting along — Dr. Burrows would be far too cerebral and absentminded for Elliott. 
In fact, Will couldn't think of two more different people — worlds apart. 

So, if they split up, then what about Chester? The lines had been drawn and Chester definitely wasn't in 
Will's camp any longer. Will admitted to himself that things had gotten so bad between them that he really 
wouldn't mind if Chester went off with Elliott. But it wasn't as easy as that: Will and his father would need Elliott, 
too, especially with the Styx after him. 

His thoughts ground to an abrupt halt as the rope snapped taut again, and Chester's guttural, grumpy voice 
urged him to hurry up. 

They continued to climb, and Will noticed that the air seemed to be clearing of mist and steam. A faint 
breath of cold air percolated around them. This didn't help matters any; they were all plastered with thick mud, 
and as it began to dry it caused their stiff clothing to chafe against their skin. 

The breeze grew into a strong wind and, with a final tug of the rope, Will found that they had reached the 
top. At last he was able to stand up and stretch the kinks from his back. He rubbed the mud from around his 
eyes and saw that the others were already on their feet and were doing the same as him, easing the fatigue in their 
cramped limbs. All of them except Cal, who had found a rock to perch on and was massaging his leg with an 
expression of pure agony. Will peered down at himself and then at the others. The foursome looked like mud 
people, so thick was the dried crust on them. 

As Will stepped into the center of the space, the wind blew with such steady force that it whisked the breath 
from his mouth. He cleaned his lens of mud and turned on his headset to discover that they were in a large tunnel 
with a roof that was probably fifty feet high. At its edges multiple smaller tunnels led off — so many that their 
dark openings immediately made him uneasy, as he imagined Styx lurking inside. 

"You don't need the rope now!" Elliott shouted to Will. He tried his best to undo it, but the knot was so stiff 
with mud that she had to help him. Once the rope was untied, Elliott coiled it up again, and then she beckoned 
them all over. Will noticed that Chester still wouldn't make eye contact with him as he joined the group. 

"You go that way," she said, pointing down the large tunnel. Her voice was snatched away by the wind, 
making it difficult for the boys to hear her. 

"Sorry?" Will asked, cupping a hand behind his ear. 

"I said, you go that way!" she yelled, already backing toward a side tunnel. Apparently she wasn't going 
with them. 

The boys looked at her questioningly, their faces anxious. 


* * * * * 


Sarah was close — so close she could almost smell them herself; despite the jets of sulfurous steam. 

The Hunter was well and truly in his element — this was what he'd been bred for. The scent was so fresh 
here that he was in a crazed rush to get to his quarry. Strings of milky saliva hung from his muzzle, and his ears 
twitched as he kept his head to the ground. His body was a blur of scrabbling legs, which slewed mud in their 
wake as he raced up the seam. He was literally pulling Sarah behind him, and it was all she could do to keep hold 
of the cat. As he paused to clear his nostrils of mud with rapid piglike snorts, she called out to him. 

"Bartleby, where's your master?" 

Although he didn't need the slightest encouragement, she called to him once more, goading him on ina 
crooning voice. 

"Where's Cal, then? Where's Cal?" 

With a flying start, he shot off agai at full tilt, taking her by surprise. She slithered along on her stomach and 
shouted at him to ease off for a full fifty feet before he finally slowed long enough for her to get up on all fours 
again 

"When will I learn to keep my big mouth shut?" she mumbled, blinking through her mud mask. 

After she'd seen the flying lizards on the wing, knowing full well what had disturbed them, she and Bartleby 
had sped along the remaining stretch of beach to the cavern wall. Then, on the rocks, he'd soon picked up the 
trail that led to the seam, raising his head and loosing a victorious, deep-pitched meow. 

Now, as they made good headway up the seam, she spotted tracks the group had left — the odd palm print 
told her that there was someone else with Will and Cal, someone who was smaller. A child? She wondered. 


47 


The wind didn't let up as it swept down the main passage, funneled sometimes by the narrower stretches into 
a gale, which pushed so hard at the boys' backs that it helped them along. After the heat and steam they'd 
endured in the seam, it was a welcome change, although the air itself still felt warm on their faces. 

The roof ran high above them, and all the surfaces they could see were smooth, as if they'd been scoured by 
the wind-borne grit that even now compelled the boys to keep their heads tucked down, lest any particles catch 
them in the eye. 

After Elliott had left them to their own devices, they'd started out at a brisk pace. But as time passed and 
she didn't reappear, the boys began to lose their sense of purpose, ambling along lackadaisically. 

Before she'd gone, she had explained that they were to stay on the main track while she scouted the route 
up ahead for what she called "Listening Posts." Chester and Cal seemed to accept her explanation, but Will was 
distrustful. 

"I don't understand... Why do you need to go off on your own?" he'd asked her, studying her eyes 
carefully. "I thought you said the Limiters were way behind us?" 

Elliott hadn't answered immediately, quickly looking away from him and cocking her head, as if she could 
pick out some sound over the wail of the wind. She listened for a second before turning back to him. "These 
soldiers know the lay of the land nearly as well as Drake and I do. As Drake did," she corrected herself with a 
wince. "They could be anywhere. You don't take anything for granted." 

"You're saying they could be lying in wait for us?" Chester asked, glancing around the passage uneasily. "So 
we might wander straight into a trap?" 

"Yes. So let me do what I do best," Elliott had replied. 

Now that they were without her as a guide, Chester took the front position with Will and Cal following 
closely behind. They felt extremely vulnerable without their catlike protector to watch over them. 

While the relentless gale helped keep them cool, it also dehydrated them, and there were no objections 
when Will proposed they stop for a break. They leaned against the passage wall, gratefully sipping water from 
their canteens. 

Neither Will nor Chester made any effort to speak. Cal, with his bad leg, had his own problems to deal with 
and was similarly silent. 

Will glanced at the other two boys. He knew he was not alone in wondering if Elliott had deserted them. 
He believed she was eminently capable of leaving them stranded here. Ifshe was unencumbered by the three of 
them, she'd be able to move at much greater speed to the Wetlands or wherever she intended to go. 

Will wondered how Chester would take it if she'd really left them high and dry. He trusted her without 
reservation, and it would come as a terrible blow. Even as Will looked at him now, he could see Chester was 
squinting into the gloom for any sign of her. 

All at once, over the howling of the wind, there came the unholiest of noises, a low-pitched whining. It was 
a sound Will hoped he'd never hear again. Seized with dread, he screamed out in alarm. 

"Dog! Stalker!" 

Cal and Chester both regarded him with dazed bewilderment as he dropped his canteen and leaped toward 
them, pushing them to move. 


"Run!" he yelled in a blind panic. 

Several things happened within a single heartbeat. 

There was a low whimper, and a dark blur flew from out of the blackness. It leaped low from the ground, 
soaring straight up at Cal. Ifthe boy hadn't been so close to the passage wall, it would have bowled him over. 
Will caught a glimpse of the sinuous animal and was even more certain it was a Styx attack dog. He thought all 
was lost until he heard his brother's shouts. 

"Bartleby!" Cal cried with delight. "Bart! It's you!" 

Simultaneously two cracks flashed farther down the tunnel. 

"There she is!" Chester exclaimed. "Elliott!" 

Will and Chester watched as the girl departed the shadows and stepped into the middle of the tunnel. 

"Stay back!" she shouted at them as she crept down the main trail. 

Cal was in raptures, completely oblivious to anything but his beloved cat. "Who put this silly thing on you?" 
he asked the animal. He immediately unbuckled the leather collar and slung it away. Then he hugged the 
oversized feline, who repaid him by licking his face. 

"I don't believe I got you back, Bartleby," Cal said over and over again. 

"I don't believe it either. Where the heck did he come from?" Will said to Chester, forgetting their 
differences for the moment. 

Despite her instructions to the contrary, they both began to walk slowly toward Elliott. Will turned on his 
headset and saw that she had her rifle trained low on something. But he didn't begin to grasp what had happened 
until Chester spoke. 

"Elliott took a shot at somebody," he said flatly. 

"Oh no," Will exhaled. The two light bursts must have been the muzzle flash as Elliott had fired. He halted 
on the spot. 

Down the tunnel, Elliott had kicked the weapon away from the body and was squatting down to examine tt. 
No need to check for a pulse — she saw the pool of blood spreading through the dust — if the Styx wasn't 
already dead, it was only a matter of time. 

Her first shot had been aimed at the lower body, to stop the attacker in his tracks, quickly followed up by a 
second shot to the head, which had clipped him on the temple. /ncapacitate... then kill. Her aim had been a 
little off not as clean as she would have liked, but the end result was still the same. She allowed herself a satisfied 


grin. 

The Styx had dried mud all over him — so he must have followed them up the seam. With her fingertips, 
Elliott felt the waxed leather surface of the long coat striped with blocks of brown camouflage, a pattern painfully 
familiar to her. Well, that was one less Limiter — he wouldn't be bothering them again. 

"For you, Drake," she whispered, but then a frown creased her brow. 

Something didn't make sense. The would-be assassin had been storming toward the boys with his 
weapon at his shoulder. Elliott was sure he had been about to take a shot "on the wing," but... he hadn't fired. 
And he hadn't demonstrated any of the precision or stealth she'd have expected from a soldier of the Limiter 
division. Their combat skills were legendary, yet this man had been in a mad rush. But it was academic now — 
he was down — and this was no place to hang around. More likely than not there'd be more Limiters on the 
way; and she wasn't about to be caught in the open like some sitting duck. 

She began to scavenge what she could. No rucksack — that was disappointing. The Limiter must have 
dumped it back on the trail so she could advance more quickly. At least he still had his belt kit, which she 
stripped off, lobbing it over by the rifle. 

She was searching through the jacket pockets when she came across a folded piece of paper. Thinking it 
was a map, she shook it open, staining it with crimson smudges from the blood on her hands. It was a broadsheet 
celebrating some sort of event — she'd seen them before in the Colony. The main picture was of a woman, with 
four smaller images, vignettes of different scenes, around it. Elliott scanned them quickly before something caught 
her eye. 

There was a sixth picture at the bottom that looked as though it had been added later, since it was sketched 
in pencil. She looked askance at it. 

It was the spitting image of Will — although he looked all cleaned up in the picture, with neatly cropped hair. 

She peered more closely at it, bringing her lantern to the paper. It was Will, but there was another detail 
that caused her to suck in her breath. He had a hangman's noose tight around his neck. The other end of the 
rope was curled up above he head to form what was very clearly a question mark. 

And there was also a shadowy, less clearly defined figure behind him, which vaguely resembled Cal. While 
Will had the desperate look of the condemned, this second figure smiled serenely. The expressions on the two 
faces were totally out of sync, and the combination quite unsettling. 

She studied the rest of the page, lingering on the central picture of the woman, then read the name in a 
swirling banner at the very top. 

Sarah Jerome. 

Elliott immediately bent over the body, pulling the head around so she could examine the face. Despite 
copious amounts of blood from the head wound, she could tell right away it wasn't a Limiter. 

It was a woman! 


With long brown hair that had been swept back. 

There were no female Limiters. That was unheard of — Elliott, of all people, knew this. 

She realized who was before her. Who she had killed. 

Will and Cal's mother. Sarah Jerome. 

She pushed the head to the side again, thinking she should hide it in case any of the boys wandered over. 

"Need any help?" Will called out. 

"No," Elliott replied, "just stay put." 

"it's a Styx, isn't t?" Will shouted, his voice a little tremulous. 

"I think so," Eliott called back after a slight pause. 

She hesitated, looking at the blood-soaked head, weighing up whether she should tell Will. With a pang of 
recollection, she thought of her home back in the Colony. She remembered the heartbreaking moment when 
she'd been forced to leave her own mother, knowing mn all likelihood she would never see her again. 

Filled with indecision, Elliott regarded the piece of paper once more. She couldn't keep this secret to 
herself. She couldn't live with it on her conscience. 

"Will, Cal, over here!" 

Will came jogging over, with Chester following behind. "You really nailed him," Will observed, eyeing the 
body with some trepidation. 

"You might want to look at this," Elliott said quickly, thrusting the bloodied broadsheet into his hand. 

He scanned the sheet as it flapped in the wind. Recognizing the sketch of himself at the bottom of the page, 
he shook his head in disbelief; "What is this?" Then his eyes alighted on the name at the top. "Sarah... Sarah 
Jerome," he read out loud. He turned to Chester. "Sarah Jerome?" he said again. 

"Not your mother?" Chester asked as he leaned in to see the broadsheet. 

Elliott kneeled down beside the body. Without saying a word, she very gently turned the head, pushing the 
damp hair aside to reveal the face. Then she stood up. "I thought it was a Limiter, Will." 

"Oh! It's her! It is her!" Will exclaimed, glancing between the broadsheet and the body on the ground. He 
didn't really need the picture; the similarities between his own face and hers were remarkable. It was as though he 
was seeing his reflection in a dusty mirror. 

"What's she doing down here? And why was she carrying that?" Chester asked, pointing at the rifle. 

Will shook his head, overwhelmed. "Get Cal," he said to Chester as he stepped closer to Sarah. Squatting 
down by her shoulder, he put out a hand to touch the face that was so very much like his own. 

He drew it back as she gave a small moan. 

"Elliott, she's alive!" he gasped. 

Then her eyelids flickered but remained shut. 

Before Elliott could react, Sarah's mouth opened and she drew a breath. 

"Will?" she asked, her lips moving weakly, her voice so quiet that he could barely hear it over the desolate 
howl of the wind. 

"Are you Sarah Jerome? Are you really my mother?" he asked in a cracked voice. His emotions were in a 
complete tumult. Here he was meeting his biological mother for the first time, yet she was dressed in the uniform 
of the soldiers who were after him. And in the picture she'd been carrying, he had a noose around his neck. 
What did that mean? Had she been about to shoot him? 

"Yes, I'm your mother," she groaned. "You must tell me..." Then her voice failed her. 

"What? Tell you what?" Will asked. 

"Did you kill Tam?!" Sarah screamed, her chest heaving and her eyes flicking wide open as she stared at 
Wil. He was so shocked that he almost fell backward. 

"No, he didn't," Cal answered from beside Will, who hadn't even noticed he was there. "Is it really you, 
Mother?" 

"Cal," Sarah said, tears spilling from her eyes as she squeezed them shut and began to cough. It took her 
several seconds before she was able to talk again. "Just tell me what happened in the Eternal City... Tell me what 
happened to Tam. I need to know." 

Cal found it difficult to speak, his lips trembling. "Uncle Tam died saving us... both of us," he said finally. 

"Oh my God." Sarah wept. "They were lying to me. The Styx were lying to me all the time." She tried to 
sit up. 

"You need to keep still," Eliott told her. "You're bleeding badly. I thought you were a Limiter. I shot—" 

"That doesn't matter now," Sarah said, rolling her head with the pain. 

"I can dress your wounds," Elliott offered, shifting uneasily on her feet as Will looked up at her. 

Sarah tried to say no but broke into another coughing fit. When it had passed, she continued. "Will, I'm 
sorry I ever doubted you. I'mso very, very sorry." 

"That's... that's OK," Will stammered, not really knowing what she meant. 

"Come closer, both of you," she urged them. "Listen to me." 

As they leaned in to hear what their mother wanted to tell them, Elliott set about applying some gauze pads 
to Sarah's hip, tying them in place with bandage strips. 

"The Styx have got a deadly virus and they're going to spread it Topsoil." She stopped talking, clenching her 
teeth together with a moan, then resumed. "They've already tested a form of it there, but... but it was only a trial 


run... The full-strength virus is called Dominion... going to cause a terrible plague." 

"So that was what we saw in the Bunker," Cal whispered, looking at Elliott. 

"Will... Will," Sarah said, staring at him with an intense desperation. "Rebecca carries the virus around with 
her... and she wants you out of the picture. The Limiters" — Sarah tensed her body, then relaxed again — "won't 
stop until you're dead." 

"But why me?" Will's head reeled — here was the confirmation he was dreading. The Styx were out to get 


Sarah didn't answer but, with the greatest effort, looked at Elliott as the girl put the finishing touches to a 
bandage on her temple. "They're coming for all of you. You've got to get away from here. Are there others you 
can call on for help?" 

"No, there's only us," Elliott answered her. "Most of the renegades have been rounded up." 

Sarah was silent while she tried to steady her breathing. "Then, Will, Cal, you have to dig yourselves in 
deep... somewhere they can't reach you." 

"That's what we're doing," Elliott confirmed. "We're going to the Wastes." 

"Good," Sarah croaked. "And then you must go Topsoil and warn them what's coming." 

"How..." Will began. 

"Oh, it hurts," Sarah groaned, and her face went limp as if she'd blacked out. Only the occasional flutter of 
her eyelids told them she was hanging on to consciousness. 

"Mum," Will said hesitantly. Addressing a complete stranger in that way felt so incredibly foreign to him. 
There were a thousand things he wanted to ask her. "Mum, you've got to come with us." 

"We can carry you," Cal said. 

Sarah's response was resolute. "No, I'd only slow you down. You've got a fighting chance if you get 

oing." 
"She's right," Elliott said, picking up Sarah's rifle and belt kit and handing them to Chester. "We have to 
leave now." 

"No, I'm not going without my mother," Cal insisted, seizing Sarah's limp hand. 

As Cal talked to his mother, tears flowing freely down his cheeks, Will took Elliott aside. 

"There's got to be something we can do," he pressed her. "Can't we take her with us some of the way and 
hide her?" 

"No," Elliott replied emphatically. "Besides, moving her isn't going to help her any. She's probably going to 
die, anyway, Will." 

Sarah called Will's name, and he immediately rejoined Cal by her side. 

"Never forget," Sarah said to the boys. She was really struggling now, her face contorted with pain. "I'm so 
proud of both of..." She didn't finish the sentence. As Will and Cal watched, her eyes slid shut and she was still. 

"We've got to go," Elliott said. "The Limiters will be here soon, very soon." 

"No!" Cal shouted. "You did this to her. We can't—" 

"I can't undo what I've done," Elliott answered him evenly. "But I can still help you. It's your choice 
whether or not you let me." 

Cal was about to object again when Elliott began to walk away, with Chester close behind. 

"Just look at her, Cal. We wouldn't be doing her any favors if we tried to shift her," Elliott added over her 
shoulder. 

Despite Cal's continuing protests, both he and Will knew in their hearts that Elliott was right. There was no 
way they'd be able to haul Sarah with them. They, too, began to move away. Their mother might stand a better 
chance if another renegade were to find her and tend to her injuries, as Elliott had told them. But both Will and 
Cal knew just how unlikely this was and recognized that Elliott was trying to give them what little comfort she 
could. 

As they rounded a corner in the tunnel, Will stopped and turned to look back at Sarah where she lay. With 
the mournful, unremitting howl of the wind all around him, it was such a forlorn and chilling thought — that she 
could die there in the dark, with no one by her side. Maybe his fate would be the same, to breathe his last in 
some far corner of the earth, alone. 

Maybe he should have been suffering the most intense sorrow that his real mother was bleeding to death 
there in the tunnel. But all he felt was just a cloud of confused emotions. To Will, Sarah was little more than a 
stranger who had been gunned down due to an unfortunate mistake. 

"Will," Elliott urged him, pulling him by the arm. 

"I don't understand. What's she doing down here?" he said. "And why did they give her Bartleby?" 

"The Hunter belonged to Cal?" Eliott asked. 

Will nodded. 

"Then it's simple, really," Eliott said. "The White Necks knew you and Cal were together. So what better 
than to let Sarah use the animal to track its master and lead her straight to you?" 

"I suppose that's right," Will said, frowning. "But what did the Styx think—?" 

"Don't you see? They wanted her to find you and kill you," Chester cut in, his voice measured and 
dispassionate. He had remained silent until now and was thinking more clearly than Will. "They obviously tried to 
make her believe you were responsible for Tam's death. It's another of their vile little schemes. Just like this 


Dominion thing she spoke about." 

"Now can we just hurry it up?" Elliott said, sprinkling some Parchers on the trail behind her. 

They continued along the main track with Cal walking apart from them, his prancing and overjoyed cat by 
his side. 

And before long they emerged out onto a thin strip ofa ledge, the wind still blowing hard. They stopped. 
They could see nothing before them, and no way down. 
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"What now?" Will asked, trying to put all thoughts of Sarah out of his mind and focus on their current 
situation. Elliott had brought them to the edge ofa crevasse, but what lay beyond or below, he couldn't tell. 

Will was aware of Chester's cold stare upon him, and it made him extremely angry. It still felt as though his 
old friend was silently blaming him for everything. Considering what Will had just been through, he'd have 
expected Chester to cut him some slack. Clearly he was expecting too much. 

"So, are we going to jump for it?" he said, peering at what he assumed was a sheer drop. 

"Sure, be my guest. It's several hundred feet down, as the stone falls," Elliott replied. "But you might want 
to try over here instead." 

At the very edge of the ledge they saw two prongs. They went as near as they dared, the combination of 
the high wind and the sheer drop making them move with caution, and discovered that it was the tip ofan old iron 
ladder. 

"A Coprolite ladder. Not as quick as jumping, but much less painful," she said. "This place is known as the 
Sharps — you'll see why when we get down." 

"What about Bartleby?" Cal suddenly piped up. "He can't climb down this ladder, and no way am I leaving 
him here! I only just got him back!" 

Cal was kneeling with his arm around the cat, who was rubbing a huge cheek against the side of the boy's 
head and purring so loudly it sounded like an overcrowded beehive. 

"Send him along the ridge. He'll find his own way down," Elliott barked. "Ifhe's any kind of Hunter, he'll 
seek us out at the bottom." 

Cal humphed indignantly. "What do you mean? He's the best Hunter in the whole Colony! Aren't you, 
Bart?" He ran his hand affectionately over the creased, hairless pate of the cat's domed head, and the beehive 
sounded as ifa riot had broken out. 

Elliott went first, followed closely by Chester, who pushed past Will to the front. "Excuse me," he said 
brusquely. 

Will chose not to say anything, and as soon as Chester disappeared from view, he went next. He found it 
disconcerting as he took hold of the two rusty uprights and edged his legs over the brink until he found a rung with 
his foot. But once he'd started to move, it wasn't too bad. Last to follow was Cal, who had dispatched Bartleby 
on the longer journey down via the ledge but was having huge misgivings himself as he descended the ladder, 
stiffly and deliberately. 

It was a long climb and the ladder trembled and creaked ominously with their combined movements, as if 
some of the fixings had broken loose. Their hands soon became coated with rust and so dry that they had to be 
extra careful not to lose their grip. The wind gradually dropped off the lower they went, but after a while Will 
noticed that he couldn't see or hear Cal above him. 

"Are you OK?" he shouted up. 

There was no reply. 

He repeated the question, louder this time. 

"Fine," came the begrudging reply from Chester below. 

"Not you, you dork. It's Cal I'm worried about." 

As Chester mumbled something in response, Cal's walking stick swished past Will, spinning end over end as 
it fell 

"Cal!" Will exclaimed, thinking for one awful moment that his brother had slipped and was going to follow 
after it. He held his breath and waited, but still there was no sign of the boy. Reversing his direction, Will began 
to climb. He soon came across Cal, who was completely stationary, both arms wrapped tightly around the 
ladder. 

"You dropped your stick. What's up?" 

"I can't do this... "Cal gasped. "Feel sick... just leave me alone for a minute." 

"Is it your leg?" Will asked, concerned. "Or are you still upset about Sarah? What is it?" 

"No. I just feel... feel dizzy." 

"Ahh," Will said, remembering. There'd been signs of it before when they were Topsoil. Cal wasn't used to 
heights after spending his whole life in the Colony. "You don't like being up here; it's the height, isn't it?" 

Cal swallowed a yes. 


"Well, just trust me on this, Cal. I don't want you to look down, but we're almost at the bottom... I can see 
Elliott there right now." 

"Are you sure?" Cal said skeptically. 

"Absolutely. Come on." 

The deception worked for about a hundred feet, until Cal again came to a standstill. 

"You're lying. We should be there by now." 

"No, really, not far now," Will assured him. "And don't look down!" 

This went on several times, Cal becoming more and more distrustful and angry until Will really did reach the 
bottom. 

"Touchdown!" he announced. 

"You lied to me!" Cal accused him as he stepped from the ladder. 

"Yeah, but hey, it worked, didn't it? You're safe now," Will replied with a shrug, happy that he'd been able 
to talk his brother down, even ifhe'd resorted to deception to achieve it. 

"T'm never going to listen to you again," Cal threw huffily at him as he began to hunt around for his walking 
stick. "You're a lying slug." 

"Oh, sure, feel free to take it out on me... just like everybody else around here does," Will replied, more for 
Chester's benefit than Cal's. 

Will turned from the ladder, his feet making a glassy noise as if he were treading on pieces of broken bottle. 
Indeed, as they all moved around, the ground produced a grinding and vitreous ringing. From what little Will 
could see, before them seemed to be a colonnade of closely packed pillars spearing up into the darkness, each 
one more that 200 feet in girth. 

"T'm only going to do this because the Limiters should be far enough behind that it doesn't matter, and I want 
you to know what we're getting into," Elliott said, turning up her lantern and holding it on the area before them. 

"Wow!" Will exclaimed. 

It was like looking into a sea of dark mirrors. As the beam from Elliott's light struck the nearest column, it 
was reflected onto another. The beam crisscrossed around them, creating the illusion that there were scores of 
lanterns. The effect was staggering. He also caught sight of his and the others' reflections from all angles. 

"The Sharps," Elliott said. "They're made of obsidian." 

Will began to study the nearest column. Its circumference wasn't rounded after all, but composed ofa series 
of perfectly flat plains that ran vertically up its length, as if it had been formed by many longitudinal fractures. It 
didn't seem to taper in the slightest toward the top. 

Scanning around, Will came across a different style of column. The flat plains along its length were gently 
curved, like some gargantuan licorice twist. Indeed, as he looked further, there were more like this in between the 
straight columns, and a small number that were pronounced in their curvature. 

His mind was awhirl as he started to speculate on the factors that could have produced such a unique natural 
phenomenon. Although he was bursting to say something about the columns, he checked himself; remembering 
only too painfully the reaction from Chester when he'd waxed lyrical about the flying lizards. But if ever anything 
resembled a setting for one of Chester's precious fantasy stories, these crystalline monoliths had to be it. The 
secret lair of the dark fairies, Will thought wryly. No, better still: the secret lair of the dark and extremely 
vain fairies. He suppressed a chuckle at this, keeping the notion firmly to himself: It wouldn't be wise to 
antagonize Chester any further; relations with him were at an all-time low as it was. 

Chester picked that moment to speak up, sounding distinctly unimpressed with their surroundings, most 
likely in a bid to tweak Will.. 

"Uh-huh. The Sharps. So now what?" he asked Elliott, who turned her lantern down again, dousing the 
confusion of light beams and multiple images. Will was actually relieved because it was so incredibly disorienting. 

"It's a maze in here, so do exactly what I tell you," Elliott replied. "Drake and I set up a cache halfway 
through, where we can replenish our food and water and also stock up on munitions from the arsenal. It's not 
going to take us long, and then we're heading on to the Pore. Once we're past that, it's a couple of days' haul to 
the Wetlands." 

"The Pore?" Will asked, his curiosity piqued. 

"What about Bartleby?" Cal demanded, bringing the exchange to an end. "He's not here yet." 

"Give hima chance. You know he'll find us," Eliott said in an understanding tone, attempting to mollify the 
boy. 

"He'd better," Cal said anxiously. 

"Let's do this," Elliott said, sighing as her patience wore thin. 

There was no way that the boys could move quietly with the clinking and crunching of the glassy gravel 
underfoot, although Elliott managed it effortlessly, as if she were gliding over the surface. 

"All that noise you're making will carry for miles. Can't you rock apes tread more lightly?" she implored 
them, but it was useless. However much care they took, they still sounded like a herd of rhinoceros stampeding 
through a glazier's. "The cache isn't far from here. I'm going to check it, then you can follow me in. 
Understood?" Elliott stated, then slipped away. 

As they hung around, waiting for her return, Cal suddenly spoke. 

"I think I hear Bart. He's coming." 


Leaving Will and Chester, he edged slowly forward, hugging the side of the column. 

His dimmed lantern fell on something. 

It wasn't Bartleby. 

It wasn't his own reflection in the glossy obsidian, either. 

A Limiter stood before him in all his dark glory. 

He had been skirting around the column from the opposite side, his rifle at his waist. 

For the briefest moment, he looked as surprised as Cal, who squawked an urgent, unintelligible warning, 
alerting Will and Chester. 

Cal's eyes and the Limiter's locked. Then the Limiter's upper lip pulled back into a brutal sneer, his teeth 
bared in his hollow-cheeked, hideous face. It was animal and insane. The grimace ofa killer. 

Cal's instincts kicked in and he used the closest thing he had to a weapon. He brought up his walking stick 
and, by some freak stroke of luck, the handle hooked the Limiter's rifle before he could raise it, yanking it clean 
from his hands. 

It clattered across the obsidian gravel. 

For another moment, the Limiter and Cal simply stood there, even more surprised than before. It didn't last 
long. In less than a heartbeat, the Limiter's hand snapped in front of him, gripping a gleaming scythelike dagger. It 
was standard issue for the Styx military, with a slightly curved and lethal-looking blade about ten inches long, and 
Cal had seen it used to deadly effect when the Crawfly cut down Uncle Tam. Brandishing it, the Limiter dived at 
the boy. 

But his big brother was already there, tearing in from the side. Grabbing the Limiter's arm, Will crashed into 
him, sending the man flying. Will followed him down, landing on top of him. Still holding the soldier's arm, Will 
used all his weight to keep him from using his knife. 

Cal followed suit and launched himself onto the soldier's legs, wrapping his arms around the man's ankles as 
tightly as he could. The Limiter punched at Will's back and neck with his free arm, trying his utmost to get at his 
face. But Will's rucksack had ridden up around his shoulders, making it difficult for the Limiter to land his heavy 
blows. Shouting to Chester, Will kept his head well tucked down. 

"Use the gun!" Will bawled over and over again, his voice muffled because his mouth was pressed against 
the Limiter's upper arm. 

"Chester, the gun!" Cal shouted hoarsely. "Shoot him!" 

As the boys discarded lanterns sent a flurry of random beams glancing off the columns like a confusion of 
small spotlights, Chester, poised several feet away, had lifted the rifle and was trying to take aim. 

"Shoot!" Cal and Will screamed in unison. 

"I can't see!" Chester screamed back. Frantically. 

"Do it!" 

"Just shoot!" 

"I can't get a clear shot!" Chester shrieked in absolute desperation. 

The man thrashed wildly under Will and Cal, and Will was just about to shout again when something large 
slammed up against him. He swiveled his head around, lifting it just enough to see that Chester had also piled on. 
He'd evidently given up trying to take a shot with the rifle and decided the only thing he could do was join the 
fray. He'd dropped to his knees, pressed one into the Limiter's abdomen, and was raining punches on his face 
with both fists. As Chester made an attempt to pin down his free arm, leaning forward to grab hold of it, the 
Limiter saw his opportunity. He tensed his neck and, with a sickening thump, head-butted Chester hard. 

"YOU SCUM!" Chester screamed. He immediately resumed the beating, dodging the Limiter's loose arm 
every time it took a swipe at him. 

"DIE! DIE, YOU JACKHOLE! DIE!" Chester raved as he intensified his punches, his fists pummeling the 
Limiter's face. 

If Chester had happened to catch sight of his reflection in one of the columns, he wouldn't have recognized 
himself. His face was a distortion, twisted into a crazed, determined mask. All the resentment and fury from his 
imprisonment in the Colony had found a release and was pouring out in one unstoppable torrent. He kept 
pounding the soldier, pausing only to fend off the Limiter's fist when he tried to retaliate. 

The four of them writhed in the deadly struggle, swearing in breathless desperation as the man grunted 
stertorously like a wild boar, trying anything and everything to get free. Chester was still hammering away at the 
soldier, but it seemed to be having little effect. The boys' combined weight constricted his movements, but he was 
still able to use the elbow of his free arm to deliver the occasional weak counterstrike. And he tried to gouge at 
their faces with his clawed fingers, again unsuccessfully. 

"KILL HIM!" Cal yelled from lower down the Limiter's body. 

The boys fought on, knowing only that they had to restrain the soldier by whatever means necessary. There 
was simply no alternative. It was him or them. 

As their bodies strained and pumped against each other, there was an obscene intimacy to the struggle. 
Chester could smell the sourness of the man's sweat and his vinegary breath in his face. Will felt the man's thick 
muscles knotting underneath him as he used all his strength to try to free his arm. 

"NO. YOU. DON'T!" Will shouted, doubling and redoubling his efforts to restrain the man's bucking form. 

The Limiter changed his tactics, perhaps as a last resort. He raised his head as far as he could and spat and 


snapped, attempting to bite them while making noises not unlike the stalker that had mauled Will so horrifically in 
the Eternal City. 

But these small acts of savagery were only a distraction: He'd identified a chink in their combined 
onslaught. He screeched victoriously as he brought up his knees and dislodged Cal just enough to be able to 
wrest free a leg. He drew it back and drove his heel hard against Cal's stomach. The kick sent Cal sprawling 
across the glass gravel, his breath knocked out of him. He curled up, gasping air back into his lungs. 

Now the Limiter had more leverage. He swung his legs and began to twist and thrash with such force that 
Chester was finding it impossible to hang on. As Chester fought back, the Limiter caught him with a resounding 
clout to the head. Stunned, he slumped to the ground. 

Will had no idea of the others' plights. He didn't dare look up for fear of being beaten or gouged, stubbornly 
clinging to the Limiter's arm and spreading his body weight the best he could to keep the man down. Will was 
going to do his utmost to stop the soldier from using his scythe, even if it was the last thing he did — and he knew 
it might well be. 

Less constricted now, the Limiter repeatedly drove his fist into Will's head and neck. Will cried out with 
pain. He couldn't withstand much more of this punishment. 

Fortunately Chester had regained consciousness. Snatching up a large shard of obsidian, he began to slam it 
against the Limiter's skull. 

The Limiter cursed Chester in the nasal Styx language, then reached up and clapped his hand around 
Chester's jaw. He hooked his thumb into the corner of Chester's mouth and used the painful hold to yank the 
hapless boy aside. 

His legs scrabbling, Chester had absolutely no alternative but to follow where the Limiter was pulling him. 
Once Chester was on the ground and in easy reach, the Limiter gave him a tremendous blow on the cranium. This 
time, there would be no quick recovery. Chester lay in a groggy confusion, a Milky Way of spinning stars 
interlacing with the matrix of reflected light beams all around him. 

With both Cal and Chester out of contention, only Will remained. The Limiter got a grip on Will's neck and 
was digging his fingers into it, closing off his windpipe. The soldier babble something exultantly in the Styx 
tongue. He thought he'd won. 

Choking from pain and lack of air, Will saw that the end was near. Somehow it didn't come as a great 
surprise. After all, this was a trained soldier they'd taken on. They were just three kids. What chance had they 
ever had? 

Click! As ifthe Limiter had snapped his fingers, a second scythe materialized from nowhere in his free 
hand. The blade flickered in the light of a nearby lantern as, in one fluid and easy movement, the Limiter switched 
his grip on the weapon. 

"No!" Will croaked in alarm, his stomach sinking as he caught sight of the scythe. The killer had him cold. 
The blade glinted as the Limiter sucked in a breath through his battered lips and began to lower the weapon. 
Will's neck was now totally exposed. Will clenched his teeth, all hope deserting him as he waited for the knife to 
find its mark. 

There was an earsplitting bang. 

The bullet passed so close to Will, he felt its heat on his skin. The Limiter's raised hand hovered for what 
seemed to be an eternity, then opened. The knife slipped from its grasp. 

Will stayed exactly where he was, numb with bewilderment, the sound of the shot still ringing in his ears. He 
wouldn't look at the soldier directly, but could see enough to know he was a grisly mess. He heard a long 
exhalation as the man's lungs emptied. Then came a wracking paroxysm, the whole of the man's body tightening, 
and a wet gurgle as a pink mist filled the air. Will felt droplets on his face. That was enough to snap him out of his 
paralysis. In a mad rush, he scrambled back, away from the Limiter, and leaped to his feet, spewing out a stream 
of unintelligible words and horrified gasps. 

Panting rapidly, wiping his face over and over again with his sleeves, he stopped and turned. Cal stood 
stock-still, holding Chester's rifle. He stared at the dead man. 

"I got him," he said quietly, not lowering the rifle, or his gaze. 

Will went to him, as did Chester. 

"I got him in the face," he said again, even more faintly. His eyes were empty and his expression blank. 

"It's OK, Cal," Will said, easing the rifle from his brother's rigid hands and passing it to Chester. He put his 
arm around Cal's shoulders and slowly guided him sway from the grim sight of the dead Limiter. Will was still 
shaken, but his concern for Cal outweighed any he had for himself: The boy dumbly complied when Will told him 
they should both sit down. He felt Cal tremble against him. This was not the moment for his brother to go into 
shock. 

"You got him good! You bagged him! You bagged yourself a Limiter!" Chester was babbling excitedly and 
laughing, his words slurred and poorly formed because of his swollen face. "Got him smack in the kisser! Bull's- 
eye! Serves him right! Hahahaha!" 

"For goodness’ sake, shut up, Chester," Will growled at him. His brother began to gag, then was violently 
sick. He was crying and mumbling something about the Limiter. 

"It's OK, it's OK," Will said, not letting go of him. "It's over." 

Elliott rushed in. 


"Idiots! Do you think you could make any more noise?" 

She saw the dead Limiter and gave a single approving nod. Then she looked over at the boys. Still twitchy 
from the adrenaline, Chester jigged from foot to foot, while Will and Cal sat comatose. 

She scanned the glass columns. 

"The White Necks are even closer than I thought." 

"You can say that again," Will muttered. 

She turned to Chester, who was now dabbing at his nose, trying to stem the flow of blood from it. She 
smiled. "You shot him. Nice work." 

"Um... I... no..." Chester stammered. "I couldn't get..." 

"Cal did it," Will cut in. 

"But you had the rifle?" she said to Chester, looking perplexed and a little disappointed. Chester didn't offer 
any further explanation, glowering sullenly at Will. Then Elliott twisted to Will and Cal. "Get up. We have to go 
now... right now. Anyone hurt?" 

"My jaw... my nose..." Chester began. 

"Cal needs a second. Look at him," Will interrupted urgently, leaning back so Elliott had a view of his 
brother's dazed, out-of-focus eyes. 

"Not a chance. Not after all that racket," she said. 

"Can't he—?" Will begged. 

"No," she growled. "Listen!" 

They did as she said, and heard a baying in the distance. 

"Stalkers!" Will exclaimed, the hairs on the back of his bruised neck standing up. 

"Yes, a pack of them," Elliott nodded. She looked at the boys with a small smile. "There's another reason I 
think now would be a good time to hit the road," she said. 

"What's that?" Will asked quickly. 

"T've lit a fuse in the cache. The whole arsenal's going to blow sky-high in sixty seconds." 

This last piece of information galvanized Cal into action. Elliott scooped up the Limiter's rifle as they 
thundered past his body, and then they ran like they'd never run before. Will stayed close to Cal, who started off 
the best he could on the glass shards with his weak leg. But once Bartleby rejoined the crew, the boy raced along 
as fast as the rest of them. 

Like firecrackers going off, there was a volley of gunfire. A hail of lead peppered the columns around them, 
the impacts sometimes sending plate-sized fragments gyrating into the air. Will instinctively bent his head and 
began to slow down. 

"No! Keep going!" Eliott yelled. 

Bullets ricocheted and whined from the mirror surfaces as they fled. Will felt tugs on his pants legs, but 
couldn't stop to see the cause. 

"Get ready!" Elliott shouted above the barrage. 

It came. 

The explosion was huge. A blinding light scorched around them, sent in a thousand different directions b the 
reflective surfaces, and then, as soon as the reverberations of the initial blast subsided, a tremendous crashing 
began. 

Broken columns came toppling down, colliding one into the other, like dominoes in a chain reaction. A 
goliath section of fractured column slammed into the ground directly behind them, sending up a dust storm of 
powdered glass that sparkled like black diamonds in therr lights. It clogged their throats and stung their eyes. The 
ground itself rocked with each impact. 

The bedlam and crashing continued unabated, and before any of them knew it they were speeding after 
Elliott into a tunnel. Will jerked his head around just in time to see a column collapse against the entrance and 
completely seal it off They were submerged in a miasma of glass sleet for several hundred feet. Then the air 
cleared and Elliott brought them to an abrupt halt. 

"We have to go, we have to go," Chester urged her. 

"No, we have a few minutes! grace. They can't follow us in here," she said, picking fragments of glass from 
her face. "Drink some water and get your breath back." After taking a large swig from her canteen to rinse out 
her mouth, she swallowed several gulps and then passed it around. "Anyone hurt?" she asked as she set about 
checking each of them over in turn. 

Chester couldn't breathe through his nose, but Eliott told him she didn't think it was broken. His mouth was 
also badly swollen and split at the corner where the Limiter had crooked it, and his head tender from the catalog 
of punches. As Elliott used her lantern to examine him, he saw his knuckles were red and bruised, and his 
forearms soaked through with blood. She examined them carefilly. 

"It's allright. It's not yours," she said after a quick inspection. 

"The Limiter?" Chester said, giving her a wide-eyed look and shivering as he recalled how he'd pummeled 
the soldier with the chunk of obsidian. "That's terrible... how could I have done that... done that to another 
person?" he whispered. 

"Because he would have done worse to you," she said curtly, before moving on to Cal. 

The boy appeared unhurt except for some very tender ribs. But he was slow to respond when Elliott spoke 


to him, still shocked that he'd shot the Limiter. 

She took him by both shoulders, her voice sympathetic. 

"Cal, listen. Drake gave me some advice once, after a horrible thing happened to me." 

The boy looked vaguely at her. 

"He said that our skin has a dead layer on it." 

She had his attention now — he frowned quizzically at her. 

"It's the cleverest thing. It dies and the top layers flake off to protect us from infection." Straightening up, 
she lifted her hands from his shoulders and brushed one over the back of the other to illustrate what she was 
saying. "The bacteria — or germules, as you call them — they settle, but can't get a hold." 

"So?" Cal said, intrigued. 

"So right now, part of you is dying, just like your skin. It might take a while — it did with me — but it will 
die to save you. And next time you'll be tougher and stronger." 

Cal nodded. 

"So let it go and just move on." 

Cal nodded again. "I think I see," he said, his face losing its rigidity and his eyes regaining a measure of their 
vitality. "Yes, I see." 

Will had been listening and was impressed with the way Elliott had been able to comfort the boy. Cal 
already seemed to be back to his old self, chatting enthusiastically to his beloved cat. 

Elliott checked Will next. Considering what he'd been through, he was relatively unscathed except for some 
angry red bruises and grazes on his neck, a number of abrasions on his face, and a mountain range of bumps on 
the back of his head. As he gingerly touched them, he thought of the tugs he'd felt when they'd been running and, 
probing his calf with his fingers, discovered a couple of small tears in the fabric of his pants legs. 

"What's this?" he said to Elliott. He knew they hadn't been there before. 

Elliott inspected them. 

"They're bullet holes. You should count yourself lucky." 

The shots had punched straight through the material, and he could stick a finger in the holes to show where 
they'd landed. Relieved that he hadn't been hit, that he'd indeed dodged another bullet, he broke into laughter. 
Cal gave hima curious look, while Chester just clicked his teeth dismissively. Elliott regarded him with quiet 
disapproval. 

"Keep it together, Will," she rebuked him. 

"Oh, I'm together all right," he came back at her, breaking into a fresh peal of laughter. "Against all odds." 

"OK, to the Pore!" she announced. "Then the Wetlands." 

"Where we'll be home and dry?" Will asked with a chuckle. 
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"Is that you, Will?" Sarah moaned as she felt someone gripping her wrist. Then she remembered that he, 
Cal, and the others had long gone, just as she'd urged them to do. 

She opened her eyes to darkness and the most excruciating agony she'd ever experienced in her life. 

Every single pain and ache, every single toothache and headache and discomfort that comes during a 
lifetime, all accumulated together into a single moment of unendurable agony: This was how it felt. A thousand 
times worse even than childbirth. 

She cried out, battling to stay conscious. Her eyes remained open despite the fact that she couldn't see who 
was there. She didn't know how long she'd been out for — it was as if she'd pushed her way between a pair of 
heavy curtains and something ineluctable was pulling her back through them so they could draw together again. It 
was the most tremendous struggle, because the pain was forcing her back behind the curtains, a place so tranquil 
and warm and welcoming. It was all she could do to resist the temptation to go there. But she wasn't going to 
allow herself that final bow, and with each labored breath she fought against tt. 

The grip on her wrist tightened, and as she heard the rasping sound of the Styx language, her heart fell. A 
light appeared somewhere in the very periphery of her vision, and there were more Styx voices as she saw 
shadowy forms flitting around her. 

"Limiter," she said, recognizing the camouflage on the arm that was now checking over her body. 

In confirmation, a harsh voice snapped at her. 

"Stand up!" 

"I can't," she said, forcing herself to focus in the dim light. 

There were four Limiters there. She'd been found by a patrol. Two of them hauled her to her feet. She felt 
the crippling pain in her hip and screamed — it reverberated through the tunnel, but it was as though someone else 
was crying out. She came close to losing consciousness again, the curtains parting a little to allow her through. 

The Limiters forced her to walk, suspended between them. The pain was unbearable. She felt her hip 
grinding, fractured bone upon fractured bone, and nearly blacked out. Sweat trickled down her forehead and into 


her eyes, making her blink, making her close her eyes. 
She was dying and she knew tt. 
But she wasn't going to die yet. 
As long as she was breathing there was still a chance she could help Will and Cal. 


* * * * * 


Drake slipped through the tunnel as fleetly as the winds that swept around him. He paused every so often to 
search the path for any sign that it had been used recently. The constant gale ensured the sand and grit didn't lie 
undisturbed for long, so he knew he was unlikely to be confused by any old tracks along the way. 

Without stopping, he touched the tip of his shoulder, which had been clipped by a bullet. It was only a flesh 
wound — he'd had worse. He dropped his hand to the knife at his hip, and then to the pad of stove guns on his 
thigh. He felt distinctly vulnerable without his rifle and rucksack full of munitions, which he'd lost back at the 
entrance to the Bunker. And his hearing was slightly impaired from the blast of the stove mortar, an unremitting 
whistling present in his ears. 

Still, all that was a small price to pay for getting out with his life. It had been a close call — the closest yet 
— and it didn't make sense to him. The Limiters had him cold, and yet they'd held back. It was as if they 
wanted him alive — but that wasn't their modus operandi at all. After the mortar had caused mayhem among the 
droves of approaching Styx, he had taken advantage of the chaos and the whirling dust to duck back into the 
Bunker. 

From then on it was child's play. He could navigate the complex with his eyes shut, although Elliott's 
explosions had blocked several of the fastest routes through. And there were numerous patrols of Limiters, many 
with stalkers, to contend with. For a while he laid low in a dugout he'd prepared for this very eventuality. He was 
fortunate that the dogs were hampered by the aftermath of Elliott's handiwork; the fumes and dust still carried in 
the air made it impossible for them to pick up his scent trail. 

He used a drainage duct to exit the Bunker, but even when he was back on the Great Plain he found he 
wasn't out of the woods yet. To shake off the mounted troop of Styx and the packs of stalkers snapping at his 
heels, he'd had to lay some false tracks. He'd used every trick in the book to finally elude them. 

Now, as the sound of the wind joined with the whistling in his ears, he squatted down to study the ground. 
He was concerned that he hadn't found anything yet. Elliott could be taking one of several routes, but this was the 
most likely. 

He got up and continued for another hundred feet until he came across what he'd been looking for. 

"Here we are," he announced, evaluating the impressions in the dust. They were fresh footprints, and it was 
easy enough for him to tell to whom they belonged. 

"Chester, and... and this must be Will! So he made it!" he said, with a shake of his head and a tight smile, 
relieved. He reached his hand over to the left, tracing around another print, and then lowered himself down onto 
his chest to assess the profile in more detail. 

"Cal— your leg's acting up, isn't it?" he muttered, seeing the unevenness of one of the boy's footprints. 

Another set of tracks caught his eye in the dust next to Cal's. 

"Stalker?" he posed aloud, wondering if there was any evidence of a struggle, and maybe even traces of 
blood, in the area. He crawled closer to scrutinize the prints. 

"No, this is no dog, this is feline. This must be a Hunter." 

Mulling over what this could mean, he stood up and searched a wider area. "Elliott, where are you?" he was 
saying to himself'as he attempted to locate her prints, knowing it would be more difficult due to the manner in 
which she moved. 

A quick search yielded nothing, and he decided he couldn't afford to spend any longer checking. Every 
second meant that Elliott and the boys would be that much farther away. He set off again along the tunnel. 

Several hundred feet farther on, he squatted down to inspect the ground again, then cried out. 

"Ow! Dang it!" 

He felt the Parchers burn his hand and saw the faint glow they were beginning to emit. He immediately 
wiped his hand on his pants to remove the bacteria before they sucked the moisture from his skin and flared fully 
into life. A moment too late and the reaction would have been as painful as if his hand had been immersed in acid. 
He'd witnessed enough stalkers yelping and bucking in agony, their noses shining as brightly as a tail light on a 
Topsoil bicycle, to know how it went. 

But he'd removed the bacteria in time and, aware that Elliott wouldn't have used them unless she'd thought it 
absolutely necessary, he began to run. 

That was when he heard a massive explosion from somewhere up ahead. 

"That sounds suspiciously like my Sharps munitions store going off," he said to himself. 

There followed a deep rumbling that could have been mistaken for rolling thunder, although it lasted for 
considerably longer than any Topsoil storm. The wind in the tunnel faltered, then reversed direction. 

Ifhe had been moving rapidly before, he now flew through the tunnel, terrified he was going to be too late. 
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"Got something?" Chester asked Elliott as they studied the horizon through therr rifle scopes. 

"Yes... activity to the left," she confirmed. "Do you see them?" 

"No," Chester admitted. "Nothing." 

"There are two Limiters, maybe a third," Elliott said. 

They'd already had several sightings of Styx along the way, and each time had been forced to change 
direction. This had been the pattern since they'd emerged into a goliath space with odd-looking, dough-shaped 
rock formations scattered throughout it — menhirs, Will had called them. 

"We'd better make ourselves scarce," Elliott said. Although the Limiters were a considerable distance away, 
she and Chester kept low and used the menhirs for cover as they strode back to where Will and Cal were 
waiting. 

"What's up?" Will asked. 

"More of them," Chester replied curtly, keeping his eyes averted. 

"Doesn't look promising," Elliott said, shaking her head. "We can't go the way I wanted, so we're going to 
cut down the slope closer to the Pore, and then... then on to..." 

She hesitated as the distant sound ofa howl carried through the arid air, followed by barking. 

Bartleby let out a small meow, and his ears pricked up like radar dishes as he spun his whole body around 
to where the noises were coming from. 

"They've got the stalkers in here," Elliott said. "Come on." 

They kept on the move, filled with a sense of urgency, but Will and the others found they weren't as panicky 
as they might have been. For one thing, the soldiers were far enough off that it didn't feel as if they posed an 
immediate threat. But more significantly, the fight with the Limiter had had a profound effect on each of them. 
Elliott's words of reassurance to Cal back at the Sharps resonated within all three boys; it was as though they had 
been partially anesthetized from the constant fear and dread that they'd been living with. Elliott was right — the 
experience, horrible as it was, had toughened them up. 

And they'd found out their opponents weren't the invincible warriors they had once thought. The could be 
beaten. Besides, the boys had Elliott on their side. As they tramped down the slope, Will dreamingly began to 
imagine her as some new kind of superhero. The incredible exploding girl, he mused, with fingers of 
dynamite and nitroglycerine for blood. He chuckled to himself. She always rose to the occasion with 
something up her sleeve to help them out ofa tight corner. Long may it continue, he thought. 

So it came as a surprise when, after another stop to recomnoiter the horizon, Elliott grew increasingly 
agitated. She was always so calm and collected that her behavior began to infect the boys, setting them on edge. 
She was seeing Limiters everywhere. 

"This isn't good. We've got to head even farther down," she told them, making a brisk quarter turn and 
lifting her rifle to her shoulder for a final check before setting off on the new course. 

Will didn't grasp the importance of this change in direction until they eventually came upon the Pore itself. 

Water drizzled down on them in sporadic, wind-tossed showers, as Will gazed into the seemingly infinite 
cavity. 

He whistled in astonishment. 

"That's one humongous hole!" he exclaimed, immediately going to the brink and peering down. 

His vertigo affecting him, Cal maintained a wide margin between himself and the edge of the enormous drop. 

Will was examining the curvature of the Pore through his headset. "Man, this is big. Really big." 

"Yes," Elliott said. "You could say that." 

"Can't even see to the other side," Chester muttered to no one in particular. 

"It's about a mile at its widest," Elliott said, taking a swig of water. "And who knows how deep it is? 
Nobody who's ever fallen in has come back to tell the story — except, a long time ago, they say a man hauled 
himself out of it." 

"I heard about him. Abraham someone," Will said, recalling that Tam had talked about him. 

"Many people thought he was a fraud," Elliott went on. "Either that or his brains were cooked by fever." 
She stared deep into the Pore. "But there's a heap of old legends about some sort of'— she hesitated, as if what 
she was about to say was ludicrous — "sort of place below." 

"What do you mean?" Will asked, quickly turning to her. He had to know more, regardless of how Chester 
might react. "What place?" 

"Oh, here we go again with his twenty questions," murmured Chester, right on cue. Will ignored him. 

"They say there's another world, but Drake thought it was a load of old codswallop," she said, screwing on 
the top of her canteen. 

As they passed around the edge of the Pore, there were no further signs of any more Limiters. Within a few 
minutes of fast marching, Will noticed the outline of some sort of regular structure. Through his lens it became 
clear that it wasn't a building but a massive arch. 

Although crumbled and eroded, the arch had an icon on its keystone that he recognized. Carved into it 
were three divergent lines: the same symbol that was on the jade pendant Uncle Tam had given him just before 


his final showdown with the Styx Division in the Eternal City. 

While pondering this coincidence, Will was distracted by the peculiar sight of papers strewn all over the 
ground on the far side of the arch. Chester and Elliott had already picked up a few of these pages and were 
examining them. 

"What's all this?" Will asked as he joined them. 

Chester put some pages in his hand without comment. 

One glance was all it took. 

"Dad!" Will exclaimed. "My Dad!" 

A number of the sheets contained pictures of stones, on which were painstakingly drafted sketches of 
strange and complex symbols. Densely penciled notes filled the other pages. The unmistakable handwriting of his 
father littered the margins. 

Will scanned the ground, pushing through the loose pages with his boot. He found a rather ratty pair of 
brown wool socks knotted together, with large holes in the toes, and then, bizarrely, a Mickey Mouse toothbrush, 
well used from the looks of tt. 

"I wondered where that had gone!" Will smiled, pushing against the grimy and worn bristles with his thumb. 
"Silly old Dad... he took my toothbrush with him!" 

But any cheerfulness evaporated as he came across the blue-and-purple-marbled cover ofa notebook. It 
was Clear then where all the pages he come from. He snatched it up and studied the label stuck of the front, a 
bookplate with a bespectacled owl at the side and Ex Libras printed in swirly copperplate lettering across the 
top. 

"Journal Three... Dr. Roger Burrows," Will read aloud 

He dashed back to the arch. Passing under it, he didn't pause as he moved out onto the platform, 
immediately spotting a weather-worn flight of stone steps that led off from it. Reaching the last one, he stooped to 
peer below. He couldn't see anything. But as he raised his eyes, blinking as the rain fell on his face, something 
caught his attention. 

Straight in front of him was his father's blue-handled geological hammer, its tip lodged in the rock. He 
leaned over to retrieve it. It came loose after several tugs, and he regarded it for a few seconds before renewing 
his efforts to try to see farther down the walls of the Pore. Even through the lens of the headset, he saw nothing 
there. 

Deep in thought, he rejoined the others. 

"What happened here?" he said, his voice brittle with apprehension. 

Elliott and Chester were silent — neither of them able to give him an answer. 

"My dad...?" Will said to Chester. 

Chester looked into the space between them, his face expressionless and his lips tightly clamped as if he was 
disinclined to say anything. 

"He's probably all right," Elliott said. "If we keep going, we might..." 

"Yes, we might catch up with him," Will completed her sentence, grabbing at the suggestion to give himself 
some comfort. "I bet he just left these things behind by accident... dropped them... He's a bit forgetful 
sometimes... His mind churned with explanations for his father's absence as he looked back at the arch. "But... 
not... careless," he added slowly. "I mean... it's not as if his rucksack's here, or..." 

A terrified yelp from Cal yanked him from his thoughts. The boy had been lounging against a sizable boulder 
a little way back from the edge of the Pore, and leaped up as ifhe'd been stung by a bee. 

"It moved! I swear the stinking rock moved!" he shouted. 

The rock had moved, and it was still moving. Like some miracle, it had risen up on jointed legs and was 
rotating. As it came to a stop, they all saw the huge, vacillating antennae. The machinelike mouthparts gave a 
single clack. 

"Ohmygosh!" Chester shrieked. 

"Oh, do shut up!" Elliott rebuked him. "It's only a cave cow." 

The boys watched as the insect — Dr. Burrows gargantuan "dust mite" and one-time traveling companion 
— clacked again, and then trundled cautiously forward. Bartleby scampered around its circumference, venturing 
forward to sniffat it and then retreating back again, as if he didn't quite know what to make of the creature. 

"Shoot it!" Chester exhorted Eliott as he shielded himself behind her, petrified. "Kill it! It's horrific!" 

"It's only a baby," Eliott said, quite unconcerned as she went up to it and slapped its thick exoskeleton with 
a dull thud. "They're harmless. They graze on algae, not meat. You don't need to be..." 

Something speared on the cave cow's mouthparts silenced her. Patting the insect again, she leaned forward 
to retrieve it. 

It was Dr. Burrows's backpack, badly torn and turned inside out. 

Will approached her slowly and took it from her. 

His eyes said it all. 

"So this thing... this cave cow... you say it's harmless, but could it have hurt my father?" 

"Not a chance. Even the adults wouldn't harm a hair on your head, unless one of them sat on you by 
accident. I told you, they don't eat flesh." She put her hand over Will's as he continued to clutch the rucksack, 
and pulled the bag toward her face so she could sniff at the ruined canvas. "Thought so... it had food in it. That's 


what the cow was after." 

Will wasn't reassured as he glanced repeatedly between the stationary cave cow and the arch. His brow 
creased with concern. 

It didn't look good and everyone knew tt. 

"Sorry, Will, but we can't hang around," Elliott said. "The sooner we get clear of here, the better." 

"No, you're right," he agreed. 

As Elliott, Chester, and Cal set off again, Will rushed around, gathering up as many of the pages as he could 
and stuffing them inside his jacket. Then, fearing he might be left behind, he ran to catch up with the others, the 
Mickey Mouse toothbrush clasped firmly in his hand. 


* * * * * 


! 


"These... boots... are...' 

Lines of the song ran through Sarah's befogged head. She was half grunting, half gasping odd snatches from 
it as the Limiters on either side forced her to keep walking, each step causing the most terrible pain in her hip, as if 
barbed wire was being slowly twisted deep in her flesh. 

Little by little, Sarah was dying, and the Limiters knew it. So much for emergency medical attention. They 
didn't give a jot about her. They would probably get a pat on the back from Rebecca even if they delivered a 
dead body. 

But Sarah knew she had to stay conscious and was fighting the darkness that threatened to swamp her. 

"...made for walking... one of these days..." 

One of the Limiters grunted something guttural at her, but she defied him, carrying on with the song. 

".,. these boots are gonna walk all over you..." 

Sarah's blood left a broken, splattered trail behind her. Quite by chance, once or twice it spilled across 
patches of Parchers that Elliott had sprinkled in her wake as she and the boys had fled the very same way. 
Brought to life by Sarah's blood, the bacteria flared with such brilliance it was as though light was blazing directly 
out of the very ground itself, like flashlights from the outermost circle of hell. 

But Sarah was oblivious to her shining path. She had fixed her mind, completely and absolutely, on a single, 
overwhelming purpose. As far as she could fathom, the Limiters were taking her in the same direction Will and 
Cal had gone. 

That was good and bad. 

It probably meant that further Styx were also on therr trail, so her sons were in danger. 

But it also meant that she might still be able to help them. Even if it was the last thing she did. 
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When he came up behind the Limiter patrol, Drake had to slow down. He swore silently. There was 
nothing he could do to get ahead of them. 

Chancing his luck, he crept closer, to assess the situation. They were dragging someone with them, but he 
wasn't going to jump to any conclusions about the captive's identity. Maybe it was just some unfortunate 
renegade the soldiers had caught, he thought as he kicked his heels, impatient to get going again. He touched the 
stove guns strapped to his thigh — it would be pushing it to use them against four soldier in the first place, and he 
also didn't want to risk hitting their prisoner. 

So he was forced to bide his time until finally the patrol lugged the prisoner out onto the ledge a the drop to 
the Sharps. From there, they took the longer ridge path down. As soon as they were out of sight, Drake rapidly 
descended the rusty Coprolite ladder, taking cover the instant he touched bottom. The air glittered with millions 
of tiny, slow-moving glass particles, which rimed his eyes and lined his throat. As he weaved between the massive 
glass stumps and the fractured sections of column left in the aftermath of what clearly had been a devastating 
explosion, he repeatedly had to stop and hide. He spotted a number of dead Limiters around the place, but it was 
swarming with quite a few live ones, too, conducting a search of the area. 

He came to the passage he knew Elliott would have taken, but its mouth was completely blocked by a 
collapsed glass column. His only option was to skit farther around the perimeter and take the next available 
route. 

In the process, he spotted the patrol with the prisoner again as they stormed down the last section of the 
ridge. Two of the four Limiters immediately peeled off, probably to check in with their comrades deeper in the 
cavern. The remaining two allowed their captive to drop to the ground. He heard a woman's scream as the figure 
fell. 

Whoever she was, Drake couldn't just leave her to their mercy. 

He picked up a shard of obsidian and slung tt fifty feet to the left of the Limiters' position. The pair of 
soldiers reacted immediately, raising their rifles and stalking toward where it had landed. Drake chose his moment 
and threw another large shard to draw them even farther away, then stole across to where the woman lay. 


Cupping a hand over her mouth lest she cry out, he lifted her in his arms and made for the exit tunnel. 

Once he'd run far enough, he put her down. 

She was wearing a Limiter's uniform, but, even stranger than this, the woman's face was somehow familiar to 
Drake. She tried to say something, but he told her to stay quiet as he assessed her injuries. 

"These bandages... who did this?" he asked, noticing with surprise that the dressings were identical to ones 
he and Elkott carried. 

"You're a renegade, aren't you?" Sarah threw back at him. 

"Just tell me — did Elliott do this?" he pressed. 

"Small girl, big rifle?" Sarah managed in reply. 

Drake nodded, still trying to figure out where he knew her from. 

"A friend of yours?" Sarah asked. She saw Drake raise his eyebrows. It was uncanny; for an instant it 
could have been Tam before her: a leaner version, maybe, but the quizzical expression was identical. At once she 
felt she could trust this total stranger, this grizzled man with hard blue eyes and an odd-looking device around his 
head. 

"Well, she's a lousy shot," Sarah chuckled grimly. 

Drake was taken aback; the woman was showing the most incredible bravery despite the magnitude of her 
wounds. But he was wasting precious seconds. 

'T've got to go," he said apologetically, standing up. "My friend Elliott, she needs my help." 

"And I need to help my sons, Will and Cal," Sarah said. 

"Ah, so that's who you are," Drake realized with a start. "The legendary Sarah Jerome. I thought I 
recognized your—" 

"And if you want to know what the Styx are up to," Sarah interrupted, "we can talk along the way." 


* * * * * 


Elliott led the boys to another arch, although it hadn't withstood the ravages of time as well as the first one. 
Only a single pillar was still standing, the rest lying in pieces across the flagged platform. 

Will and the others had just stepped off the giant flagstones when the baying of stalkers rolled toward them 
again. The sounded alarmingly close. Elliott had been going at full speed but came to a dead stop, spinning 
around to face the boys. 

"How can I have been so incredibly stupid?" she burst out in a fierce whisper. 

"What do you mean?" Chester asked. 

"Can't you see it?" she said, her voice cracking with exasperation. 

Crowding around her, Will, Chester, and Cal exchanged blank looks. 

"They've been harrying us for miles... and I didn't spot it." Elliott gripped her rifle with such aggression that 
one of her knuckles cracked. "What a fool!" 

"Spot what?" Chester said. "What are you talking about?"{ 

"The pattern... We've run into Limiters at every turn, and we've gone exactly where they wanted us, like 
hens ina roundup! They've corralled us, time after time." 

Will thought she was about to break into tears, she was so livid with herself. 

"T've played straight into their hands..." She let the stock of her rifle slide to the ground until it rested in the 
dirt, then she leaned against the barrel, her head bowed. She was visibly crestfallen, as if all her sense of purpose 
had suddenly left her. "After everything Drake taught me. He wouldn't—" 

"Oh, don't even, we're doing just fine," Cal cut her off, trying to remain calm but sounding far from it. Spent 
to the point of collapse, he just wanted to get wherever and finally rest. "Can't we just go along there?" he 
appealed to her, pointing at the perimeter of the Pore. 

"No way," Elliott replied wanly. 

"Why not?" he pressed her. 

She didn't answer for a moment, her eyes on Bartleby. The cat's head was up and his ears cocked alertly; 
as they watched he raised his head even higher and sniffed. Elliott gave a resigned nod as she finally answered 
Cal. 

"Along there, somewhere, is a bunch of Limiters, all with rifles trained and ready." At the boys's continued 
refusal to accept what she was saying, she seemed to pull herself together, her eyes flashing angrily at each of 
them in turn. "And out there" — she jerked her thumb to the left — "will be enough White Necks to fill a stinking 
church. Why don't you ask your Hunter? He knows." 

Cal glanced at his cat and then regarded Elliott dubiously, as Will and Chester took a few paces in the 
directions she had indicated to scrutinize the barren landscapes. 

Pulling down his lens, Will could see a considerable distance up the slope where the menhirs lay in 
haphazard arrangement. "But... but there's absolutely no one there," he insisted, his voice whining with the 
implausibility of it all. 

"Nothing this way, either," Chester added. "You're getting jumpy, Eliott, that's all. We're fine, really," he 
pleaded as he and Will wandered back to rejoin her. 

"If fine is being shot to shreds, boy, then I'd have to agree with you," Elliott said tersely as she swung up her 


rifle ina single deft movement, readying it against her shoulder. 
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Drake bombarded Sarah with question after question as they went, grilling her about what she knew. She 
was finding it increasingly difficult to concentrate and often answered disjointedly, sometimes getting the sequence 
of event in the wrong order as she told him about Rebecca and the Dominion plot. 

Eventually they lapsed into silence, Drake because he was trying to conserve his energy to carry Sarah, and 
Sarah, because the spells of light-headedness were coming with greater frequency. Like a leaking bucket, she felt 
the lifeblood seeping form her. The odds were stacked heavily against her ever seeing her two sons again. 

"These boots are gonna..." she wheezed as Drake carried her along. The pain from her shattered hip was so 
vast and all-consuming that at times she saw herself as a cork bobbing on the surface ofa shiny red-hot ocean, 
which, at any moment, might fold over her and suck her into its depths. She fought and fought to stay afloat, to 
stay focused, but her whole head throbbed with a searing pain from the gunshot wound to her temple, as if her 
brain had been cleft in two. 

"You keep lying when..." 

And finally, Drakes chest heaving with the exertion, they came to the gradient down to the Pore. 

Despite his fragile cargo, he broke into a run. 


* * * * * 


A singsong shout rolled over the expanse toward them. 

"Oh, Will!" 

He went rigid. 

"I know you're there, Sunshine!" it called gleefully. 

Will recognized the voice without a moment's hesitation. He locked eyes with Elliott. 

"Rebecca," he gasped. 

For an instant none of them moved. 

"I think we're in trouble," Will said helplessly. 

Elliott nodded. "You're so right," she agreed, her voice devoid of any intonation. 

Will felt exactly like a rabbit caught in the blazing headlights of a huge juggernaut that was thundering down 
on tt. 

It was as if} deep in his bones, he'd always known this moment would come, that it had been inevitable right 
from the start. And yet he'd led all of them straight into it. His befuddled gaze fell on Chester, but his old friend 
gave him such a glare of bitter recrimmation and contempt that Will had to turn away. 

"Well, don't just stand there! Take cover!" Elliott barked. 

They scattered, Elliott and Chester flinging themselves behind one menhir as Will and Cal took another. 

"Oh, WI!" the voice came again, spiked with little- girl sweetness. "Come out, come out, wherever you 
are!" 

"Do nothing," Elliott mouthed at him with a rapid shake of her head. 

"Hey, big brother, don't jerk me around!" Rebecca shouted. "Let's have a little chat, for old times' sake." 

As Elliott had commanded, Will didn't respond. He stuck an eye around the side of the boulder, but saw 
only darkness. 

Rebecca went on, unamused. "OK, if you're going to play silly games with me, let's get the rules straight." 

There was a lull. In the ongoing absence of any reply from Will, Rebecca continued. 

"Righty-o... the rules. One... as you seem a little bashful, I'll come down to you. Two... if anyone gets it into 
their head to take a pop at me, the gloves are off, and this is how tt'll go. First I'll let slip the stalkers; my little 
darlings haven't been fed for days, so, trust me, you really don't want that. Or in the unlikely event the dogs don’t 
do you in, my squad of crack riflemen will. Last, I've got the Division with some heavy ordnance up here... their 
guns will smash anything in their path, you included. So, pull any stunts and you'll suffer the consequences. Got 
that?" 

There was another pause, then her voice came, more strident and imperious this time. "Will, I want your 
word I've got safe passage." 

Will quite trying to see up the slope and slumped back behind the huge menhir. He felt that Rebecca would 
be able to look right through even that, solid rock, as if nothing more than a pane of glass separated them. 

A chill sweat trickled down the small of his back, and he found that his hands were shaking. He closed his 
eyes and, banging his head against the rock behind him, moaned, "No, no, no, no, no." 

How could it have gone so wrong? They'd been making good progress toward the Wetlands, with wide 
open spaces before them and an abundance of routes to choose from. Now they were in this appalling 
predicament, hemmed in with a colossal black hole behind them. How could it have come to this. 


And in Rebecca, they were up against somebody so utterly merciless and brutal; somebody who knew him 
like the back of his hand. 

He shot a glance over to Elliott, but she was remonstrating with Chester. Will couldn't catch anything of 
what they were saying. As he watched, they appeared to reach agreement and their frantic exchange finished. 
Elliott quickly shucked offher rucksack and began to delve around in it. 

"Hey, Mole-face," Rebecca called down. "I'm waiting for your answer." 

"Eliott!" Will hissed urgently. "What do I do?" 

"Buy some time. Talk to her," Elliott snapped, not looking up as she began to play out a length of rope. 

Encouraged that Elliott seemed to have settled on a course of action, Will took several deep breaths and 
poked his head around the edge of the menhir. "Yes! OK!" he yelled back to Rebecca. 

"That's my boy!" Rebecca answered cheerfully. "I knew you'd be up for it." 

In the ensuing seconds they heard nothing more from Rebecca. Elliott and Chester each tied the rope 
around themselves, then Chester slung the other end of it across to Will as Elliott crouched down behind her rifle. 

Will shrugged at Chester, who just shrugged back. Will could only think that, as a last resort, Elliott had 
decided they were going to attempt to climb down the Pore. He couldn't see any other way out. He turned to 
Cal. His brother was whimpering quietly to himself, his face nestled in Bartleby's neck as he clasped the agitated 
animal to his chest. Cal had lost it, and Will couldn't blame him. Will secured the rope around himself, then 
knotted it around Cal's waist. His brother passively allowed him to do so, without questioning why. 

Will glanced back at the Pore. It was their only way out. But was it much ofa solution? What was Elliott 
thinking? Will had seen for himself that the hole consisted ofa sheer rock face, with nothing to cling to. It looked 
pretty grim for them all. 

Will heard Rebecca whistling in the darkness as she approached. 

"You are my sunshine," he murmured, recognizing the tune. "I really hate that song." 

When she spoke again, she was much closer. 

"Right, this is as far as I'm coming. 

Massive searchlights blasted on from farther up the slope. 

"Whiteout!" Elliott exclaimed, raising her head from her rifle as the blazing light hit the scope. She squeezed 
her eye shut several times, recovering from the glare. "That's just freakin’ great!" she fumed. "I can't get a fix on 
anything now!" 

Dazzling beams of light swept back and forth over the area where Will and the others were hiding, sending 
solid black shadows slashing across the ground. 

Will stuck his head a little farther around the edge of the boulder. He'd had to turn off the headset to protect 
it, and the blinding intensity of the lights made it difficult to see, but he could make out someone — it certainly 
looked like Rebecca. She was standing in the open ground between two menhirs. He pulled back and glanced at 
Elliott, who was still lying prone, an array of explosives and stove guns within easy reach on the ground. She 
adjusted the position of her arms, ready to fire on the figure, even without the use of the scope. 

"Don't! Don't shoot her," Will begged in a whisper. "The stalkers!" 

Elliott didn't reply, her focus fixed on her target. 

"Will! Got a little surprise for you!" Rebecca called out. Before she'd finished speaking, her voice came 
again, like some ventriloquist's trick. "Quite a surprise!" 

Will frowned, and couldn't stop himself from taking another look. 

"Meet my twin sister," Rebecca's voice announced. Or, rather, two voices announced, in unison. 

"Careful!" Elliott warned as Will got to his feet and stuck his head even farther around the side of the menhir. 

As he watched, the solitary figure appeared to split into two, revealing that a second girl had been standing 
immediately behind the first. The two turned to face each other, and Will saw identical profiles. They were mirror 
images. 

"No!" he choked in disbelief} pulling back a little, then leaning out again. 

"How's that for a bombshell, bro?" the Rebecca on the left shouted. 

"All the time, there's been two of us, completely interchangeable," the Rebecca on the right cackled. 

His eyes weren't deceiving him. 

There were two Rebeccas, side by side. 

It had to be a trick — an illusion of some kind, or maybe a second person wearing a mask. But no. As the 
twins moved, as the twins talked, it seemed as though they were absolutely identical. 

They continued to chatter in such a quick-fire way that he couldn't tell which of them was saying what. 

"Your worst nightmare — two irksome little skin and blisters, two little sisters!" 

"How else do you think we worked it when one of us had to be Topsoil at all times?" 

"We took turns babysitting you a the Highfield home." 

"One on, one off one up, one down, doing tours of duty for all those years." 

"We both know you so well..." 

"We've both cooked your lousy food..." 

"...picked up your filthy clothes..." 

"...washed your soiled, stinking underpants..." 

"You dirty dog!" one sneered in disgust. 


"and listened to you blubber in your sleep, crying out for Mammy..." 

"but Mammy don't care..." 

Despite the dire situation he found himself in, Will squirmed with acute embarrassment. It would have been 
bad enough if there was only a single Rebecca saying all this, but two of them, knowing every little intimate detail 
there was to know about him — and discussing it between them! It was more than he could bear. 

"Shut up, you foul cow!" he screamed. 

"Oooh, touchy, touchy," one of the twins cooed mockingly. 

Temporarily oblivious to the legion of Limiters surrounding him, Will was suddenly transported back to his 
home in Highfield, to how it had been for all those years before his father went missing. He and his sister 
continually clashing over the most trivial of things. This felt exactly like another of their outrageous spats when she 
would wind him up with her interminable needling and well-aimed taunts. The outcome was always the same — 
he would eventually blow his top, and she would stand back to gloat, a smug smirk on her face. 

"And I think you mean foul cows," the Rebecca on the right suggested with a sibilant "s," while the other 
continued to harangue him. 

"But Mammy didn't have time for her little Will... he wasn't in the program guide..." 

"... he wasn't Must-See TV." 

Two belly laughs. 

"What a sad, sad boy," a twin cawed. 

"Joe Nobody digging his stupid holes, all on his lonesome." 

"Digging for Daddy's love," sneered the other, and they both cackled uproariously. 

Will closed his eyes — it was as if they were poking around inside his head, picking out and cruelly exposing 
his innermost fears and secrets. Nothing was inviolate — the twins were putting everything on show for all to see. 

Then the twin on the left spoke out, her voice deadly serious. 

"What we wanted to tell you, Will, and that lumbering oaf Chester, is that very soon now there won't be any 
home to go back to." 

"No more Topsoilers," the second twin warbled gleefully. 

"Well, not quite so many," the first corrected her in a sing-song voice. 

"What are they saying?" Chester demanded. He was sweating profusely, his face an ashen white under the 
patches of dirt. 

Will had had enough. 

"Lies! It's alla load of lies!" he shouted, his whole body shaking with terror and anger. 

"You saw for yourself, we've been busy bees in the Eternal City," a twin said. "We've had the Division 
prospecting there for years." 

"And they finally isolated the very bug we were looking for. Our scientists did some work on it, and her are 
the fruits of their labors." 

Will watched as the twin on the left took something that hung around her neck and held it up into the 
searchlights. It glittered as the beams caught it: a small glass phial, or so it appeared. 

"Choice little number, this... bottled genocide... the big daddy of all pandemics from centuries ago. We call 
it Dominion." 

"Dominion," the other repeated. 

"We're going to let it rp Topsoil and—" 

"the Colony will reclaim its rightful home." 

The twin with the phial proffered it to her sister as if she was proposing a toast. 

"To a new London." 

"To a new world," the other one added. 

"Yes, world." 

"I don't believe you, you witches! It's all trash talk!" Will protested. "You're lying!" 

"Why would we bother?" the twin on the right countered, waving a second phial. "See this? We've got the 
vaccine, old chap. You Topsoilers won't be able to produce it in time. The whole country will be crippled, and 
there for the taking." 

"So don't flatter yourself that we're down her just on your account." 

"We've been doing a spot of spring-cleaning in the Deeps, ridding it of rotten old renegades and traitors to 
the cause." 

"As well as running some final trials on Dominion — but then, some of your new buds have seen that for 
themselves." 

"Ask Elliott. She knows the story." 

At the mention of her name, Eliott jerked her head up from behind the rifle. "The Bunker," she mouthed at 
Will, recalling the sealed cells she'd blundered across with Cal. 

Will's mind raced. He knew in his gut that Rebecca — the Rebeccas, he had to keep reminding himself — 
were capable of the most abject cruelty. Did they really have a plague? His thoughts were brought to an abrupt 
end as the twosome started up again. 

"So, to business, bro," the Rebecca on the left said. "We're going to make you a one-time offer." 

"But we're going back first," added the other. 


Will watched as the doppelgangers both spun daintily on their toes and began to skip their way up the slope. 

"I might be able to nail one..." Elliott whispered. She was behind her rifle again. 

"No, wait!" Will pleaded with her. 

"but not both," Elliott went on. 

"No. You'll only make it worse. Hear what they've got to say," Will begged, the blood in his veins turning 
to ice as he imagined the pack of stalkers descending on their gang of four, ripping each of them limb from limb. 

As he watched, both figures slipped from view among the menhirs. What were the twins up to? What 
was this offer going to be? 

He didn't have to wait long to find out. The twins yelled down at him in quick succession. 

"People have a habit of dying around you, Will, don't they?" 

"Fun-loving Uncle Tam, sliced to shreds." 

"And that fat fool Imago. A little fish told me he got sloppy—" 

"_and now he's stone-cold dead," the other twin chimed in. 

"By the way, have you bumped into your real mother yet? Sarah's down here, and she's looking for you." 

"Somehow she got it into her head that you're to blame for Tam's death, and—" 

"No! She knows that's not true!" Will cried, his voice cracking. 

For a beat the twins were silent, as if they'd been taken by surprise. 

"Well, she won't get away from us a second time," one Rebecca promised, not sounding quite so confident 
anymore. 

"No, she won't. And while we're playing family reunions, sis, do tell him about Grandma Macaulay," the 
other Rebecca suggested with a harsh edge to her voice. This twin was clearly not fazed in the slightest by Will's 
interruption. 

"Oh, yes, I forgot about her. She's dead," the first Rebecca answered bluntly. "From unnatural causes." 

"We spread her on the pennybun fields." They both shrieked with laughter, and Will heard Cal murmur, his 
face still pressed against Bartleby. 

"No," Will croaked, fearing for Cal. "It's not true," he said weakly. "They're lying." Then, in an anguished 
shout, he asked them, "Why are you doing this? Can't you just leave me alone?" 

"Sorry. Not possible," one answered. 

"An eye for an eye," the other added. 

"Out of curiosity, why did you put a bullet in that trapper we were 'questioning’ back on the Great Plain?" a 
twin continued. "It was you, wasn't it Elliott?" 

"Did you get him mixed up with Drake?" the other said, then gave a full-bodied guffaw. "Bit trigger-happy, 
aren't you?" 

Will and Elliott exchanged confused looks, and she mouthed "Oh no," at him. 

"And as for that silly old goat, Dr. Burrows — we left him to putter around..." 

Will stiffened as he heard his father's name, his heart missing several beats. 

"like bait in a trap—" 

"and we didn't even have to finish him off" 

"Looks like he did the job for us." 

The twins high-pitched giggles echoed around the dark stones. 

"No, not Dad," Will whispered, shaking his head as he pulled back behind the menhir. He slid down its 
rough surface and slumped to the ground, his head hung low. 

"So this is what we're putting on the table," a twin shouted, her voice deadly serious once more. 

"If you want your little gang to live—" 

"then hand yourself over." 

"And we'll be lenient with them," her sister piped in. 

They were toying with him! Just as if they were playing some childish game, only this was sheer 
torture. 

They went on in persuasive tones, telling him that his surrender would help his friends. Will could hear what 
the Rebeccas were saying, but it was all just noise. As though a dense fog had descended on him, he felt 
disoriented, and it was all he could do to sit upright against the menhir. He examined the ground around him, 
listlessly lifting a handful of dirt and crushing it in his fist. As he raised his head, his eyes alighted on Cal's face. 
Tears were streaming down the boy's cheeks. 

Will had no idea what to say to his brother — he couldn't begin to express what he himself felt about 
Grandma Macaulay's death — so he just turned away. In the opposite direction, he noticed Elliott had left her 
position behind the menhir. She was snake-crawling through the arch by the edge of the Pore, almost at the first 
of the stone steps that led nowhere. Connected to her by the rope, Chester had begun the same short journey. 

Trying to pull himself together, Will flung aside the fistful of dirt. He glanced again at Chester. He knew he 
should be following him, but he couldn't bring himself to — move. He was ina maelstrom of indecision. Should 
he give up the game and just hand himself over? Sacrifice himself in a bid to save the lives of his brother, 
Chester, and Elliott? It was the least he could do... After all, he'd gotten them into this. And if he didn't 
surrender, then they were probably all doomed, anyway. 

"So what's it to be, big bro?" a Rebecca twin prompted him. "Going to do the right thing?" 


Elliott was now completely hidden from sight down the flight of steps. "Don't, Will! It won't make any 
difference," she called to him. 

"We're waiting!" shouted the other Rebecca, without any hint of her former humor. "Ten seconds, ready or 
not!" 

The sisters began to count down, their alternating voices proclaiming each second. 

"Ten!" 

"Nine!" 

"Oh, God," Will mumbled, throwing another glance at Cal. 

"Eight!" 

Sobs wracking his body, Cal babbled incomprehensibly at Will, who could only shake his head hopelessly in 
response. 

"Seven!" 

From behind the edge of the Pore, Elliott was urging him and Cal to get moving. 

"Six! " 

Chester, at the top ofthe steps, was jabbering at him, rapidly. 

"Five!" 

"Come on, Will!" Elliott snapped, her head bobbing up above the lip of the Pore. 

"Four!" 

Absolute confusion reigned as they each tried to speak to him at the same time, but through it all Will only 
heard the seconds as they twins coldly announced them, nearing the end of the countdown. 

"Three!" 

"Will!" Chester yelled, yanking at the rope in an attempt to pull him closer. 

"Will!" Cal was screaming. 

"Two!" 

Will staggered to his feet. 

"One ! " 

"Zero!" the twins said simultaneously. 

"Your time's run out." 

"The deal's off" 

"More needless deaths you've notched u, Will!" 

Will heard Cal shouting and spun around. 

"NO! WAIT!" his brother was shrieking. "I WANT TO GO HOME!" 

He'd jumped out from behind the menhir and was waving his arms, in plain view of the Limiters and bathed 
in the full beams of the spotlights. 

Right in the firing line. 

Cracks of multiple rifle shots came from all around the upper reaches of the slope. So many in such a short 
space of time, it sounded like a speeded-up drumroll. 

The barrage struck Cal all over his body with a messy, deadly precision. He didn't stand a chance. As if 
swatted by a huge invisible hand, the bullets’ impact swept him off his feet, leaving a momentary red trace airborne 
in his place. 

Will could only watch as his brother flopped in a broken heap by the very edge of the Pore, like a puppet 
whose strings had all been cut. It was as if it had happened in grisly slow motion. The bounce of his brother's 
arm as it hit the damp ground, the fact that he was only wearing one sock — Will absorbed even the smallest 
details. 

Then Cal's body simply tipped over the edge. The rope around Will's waist snapped tight, the sudden 
tension yanking on him and forcing him several steps forward. 

Bartleby, who had been waiting obediently where Cal had left him, scrabbled up in a whir of long limbs and 
burst after his master, vanishing from sight over the lip of the Pore. The drag on Will from the rope increased, and 
he knew that the cat must be hanging on to Cal's body. 

Shots sizzled through the light beams, which switched back and forth so rapidly that they gave a 
stroboscopic effect. The bullets fell around him, like a metal rain, whining and ricocheting off the menhirs and 
flicking up sprays of dirt at his feet. 

But Will didn't make any attempt to hide. With his hands pressed against his temples, he screamed with 
every last drop of air in his lungs, until all that was left was a rasping croak. He swallowed down more air and 
screamed a second time: The word Enough! Was just discernible through it. As his howl came to an end, a 
deathly hush filled the place. 

The Limiters had ceased firing. 

Chester and Elliott were no longer yelling to get his attention. 

Will swayed where he stood. He was numb, oblivious to the rope as it bit sharply into his waist. 

He didn't feel a thing. 

Cal was dead. 

This time there was no question in Will's mind. And he might have saved his brother's life ifhe'd surrendered 
to the twins. 


But he hadn't. 

Once before, he'd thought Cal was gone for good, and Drake had performed a miracle and resuscitated 
him. But now there were no reprieves, no happy endings. No this time. 

The intolerable weight of responsibility he bore crushed him. He, and he alone, had been responsible for 
destroying many lives. He saw their faces. Uncle Tam. Grandma Macaulay. People who had given everything 
for him; people he loved. 

And he couldn't help but believe his father, Dr. Burrows, was lost to him, too. He would never see him 
again, not now. Will's dream was finished. 

The lull was brought to an abrupt end as the Limiters opened fire again, the barrage even fiercer than before, 
and Chester and Elliott resumed their panicked shouting as they tried to get through to him. 

But, as if the sound had been turned down, Will wasn't hearing anything. His glazed eyes drifted over 
Chester's stricken and desperate face, mere footsteps away, as his friend yelled with all his might. It had no effect 
— even his friendship with Chester had been taken from him. 

Everything he'd relied upon — the certainties underpinning his uncertain life — had been knocked out from 
under him, one after another. 

His brain burned with the horrific mage of his brother's death. That last moment blotted out everything else. 

"Enough," he said, quite steadily this time. 

Cal had lost his life because of him. 

There was no avoiding it, no room for excuses, no quarter. 

Will knew it should be him hanging there, punched full of holes, not his brother. 

It was as if something was being stretched and stretched in his mind, creaking and bellying from side to side, 
until it was so close to the breaking point that it would fracture into tiny, sharp fragments that might never be 
pieced together again. 

He struggled to stay upright as Cal's deadweight pulled at him. The Limiters continued to fire, but Will was 
somewhere else, and none of it mattered anymore. 

He took a single stride toward the Pore, allowing the weight to draw him on. 

From the top of the stone steps, Chester came toward him, holding out his hand and hoarsely shrieking his 
name. 
Will looked up and saw him as if for the first time. 

"I'M SO SORRY, WILL!" Chester yelled, then his voice became strangely calm as he realized Will, at last, 
was listening. "Come here. It's OK." 

"Is it?" Will asked. 

Just for that second, it was as if they were insulated from all the horror and fear that surrounded them. 
Chester nodded and smiled briefly back at him. "Yes, and so are we," he replied, his words heavy with meaning. 
"I'm sorry." 

A tiny germ of hope was born within Will. 

He still had his friend — all was not lost, and they would get themselves out of this somehow. 

Will took another step, reaching out his hand toward Chester. 

Faster and faster, closing the distance between them, the rope pulling him forward: By the very edge of the 
Pore, he was just about to take hold of Chester's hand. 

At the top of the slope, the Rebecca twins shouted simultaneously. 

"Good riddance to him!" 

"Bust out the big guns!" 

The heavy artillery bucked into life. The Limiters' bank of howitzers spat massive shells that swerved like 
fireballs, leaving flaming red trails behind them. The whole slope was lit up with their blazing light, and the sound 
was deafening. 

The shells struck, splitting any menhirs in their path and throwing up huge curtains of dirt, smashing into the 
paved platform and lifting the flagstones like a gust of wind scatters a pack of playing cards. 

Will was thrown forward, knocked senseless by the blasts. He sailed straight into the pitch-black, clean 
over his friend's head. 

Ifhe'd been conscious, Will would have seen Chester's flailing arms and legs as he grabbed at anything he 
could in a last-ditch attempt to prevent himself from being dragged over by the rope that bound him to Will. 

And he would have heard Elliott's screams as she, too, was yanked into the Pore after Chester. 

If Will had been capable of thought, he would have felt the dark air rushing around him as he plummeted 
down and down, his dead brother somewhere beneath him, and the other two, still howling and screaming, up 
above. And he would have been terrified by the odd sections of masonry and rubble from the pulverized menhirs 
that were falling all around them. 

But there were no thoughts, just a black nothingness in his mind, identical to what he was plunging through. 

Will was in free fall, his ears popping mercilessly and his breath stolen every so often by the rush of air as he 
shot through it, reaching terminal velocity. 

On occasion he collided with Elliott, Chester, and even Cal's limp corpse, the ropes twisting around their 
limbs and torsos in random arrangements to bind them together, and then untwisting as they floated apart, as if 
they were dancers in some macabre aerial ballet. Every so often Will's trajectory took him to the side of the 


seemingly endless Pore, where he either crashed against the unforgiving rock or, curiously, hit softer matter — 
which, had he been conscious, would have caused him a great deal of surprise. 

But in his insensible state, he was unaware of any of this; in a place beyond caring. 

Ifhis mind hadn't been disconnected, he would have noticed that although he continued to fall through the 
black vacuum, his rate of descent was slowing. 

Imperceptibly at first, but definitely slowing... slowing... slowing... 


53 


Once they were in sight ofthe Styx floodlights, Drake hadn't risked remaining on his feet for the final 
distance. Instead he had dragged Sarah with him to a vantage point midway between where the Limiters were 
concentrated and, at the bottom of the slope, where Elliott and the boys had apparently been run to ground. 

As Drake crouched behind a menhir, Sarah just lay there. She was too shattered to do anything but listen. 
With her head propped on a boulder, and her clothes soaked through and stuck to her with her own blood, she 
caught some of the shouted exchange between Will and the twins. The fact that there were two Rebeccas didn't 
come as any great revelation. There'd long been rumors in the Colony that the Styx dabbled in eugenics — 
genetic manipulation for the advancement of their race — and that twins, triplets, and even quadruplets had 
become the norm as they multiplied their numbers. Yet another myth that had been borne out to her. She should 
have twigged that there were two Rebeccas when the one on the train claimed to have been at the Topsoil 
hospital that same morning — the Styx child had been telling the truth. 

Sarah heard the twins taunting Will, then their threat to kill Topsoilers using Dominion. 

"Did you get that?" Drake whispered over to her. 

"Yes," she said, nodding grimly in the darkness. 

The shouted exchanges came to her as if she was at the bottom ofa well, echoing and swirling and often too 
indistinct to grasp in their entirety. But despite her deteriorating condition, some part of her brain retained enough 
functionality to process the snippets. 

She heard her name mentioned and what the twins said about Tam's and Grandma Macaulay's deaths. 
Sarah's body locked up with fury. The Styx were wiping out all the members of her family, one by one. Then she 
heard the threats to kill Will and Cal and everyone with them. 

"You've got to help them!" she said to Drake. 

He looked helplessly at her. "What canI do? I'm hopelessly outnumbered and I've only got stove guns. 
There's a whole Styx army over there." 

"But you have to do something!" she exhorted him. 

"What do you suggest? I chuck rocks at them?" he said, his voice uneven with anguish. 

But Sarah had to at least try to go to her sons! aid. Unnoticed by Drake as he continued to watch events 
from behind the menhir, she began to haul herself over the ground. She was determined to get to where Will and 
Cal were, even if she had to stop often to rest. 

She heard the Rebecca twins counting, and the shouts of desperation down at the end of the slope. 

Squmnting through the glare, she glimpsed a small figure as it stepped into the light. She knew with a mother's 
intuition that it was Cal. Her heart pounded feebly as she extended a hand to where he stood, so far away. She 
watched him frantically waving his arms and heard his hopeless cries. 

Then the shots came. 

She saw his death. She dropped her hand to the ground. 

There were terrible screams, then a cacophony of sound, and the air was filled with what appeared, to her 
jumbled head, to be flaming comets. The ground shook as she'd never felt it shake before, as if the whole cavern 
was collapsing around her. Then the noise and light were gone, and in their place an awful quietness. 

She was too late, too late for all of them. She'd wanted to call out to Cal, but hadn't. 

She wept dusty tears. 

She realized what a fool she had been. She should never have doubted Will! The Styx had tried to trick her 
into making the biggest mistake of her worthless, sorry excuse ofa life. They'd even convinced Grandma 
Macaulay that Will was to blame. The poor, deluded old lady had believed their lies. 

It was so obvious to Sarah now that the Styx were purging their domain. Once she had served her purpose, 
she'd have been next in line for the chopping block. 

Why hadn't she trusted her instincts? She should have taken her life in the excavation back in Highfield. It 
had felt so wrong when she'd lowered the blade from her throat and allowed that little snake to persuade her to 
work with the Styx. From that moment of weakness onward, Sarah had unwittingly committed to a misguided 
manhunt for her own sons. A dumb cog in the Styx's grand plan. For that she could never forgive herself — or 
them. 

She closed her eyes, felling her fluttering heartbeat, as if there were a hummingbird trapped in her rib cage. 

Maybe it was better this way, to let it end at last, right here and now. 


She flicked her dull eyes open. 

No! 

She couldn't allow herself the luxury of death, not quite yet. Not while there was the faintest chance she 
could put some of this unholy mess right again. 

She retained a sliver of hope that Will was still alive. She might be able to get to him. These thoughts 
pierced her brain like skewers, causing her as much pain as her injuries, and spurring her on. 

Using her arms, she dragged herself toward the place where Will had been trapped, but every action 
became more and more labored, as if she was clawing her way through molasses. She didn't let up. She'd 
covered a significant distance when she blacked out again. 

She came to, not knowing how long she'd been unconscious. There was no sign of Drake, but she heard 
voices nearby. She lifted her head and caught a glimpse of the Rebecca twins. They were issuing orders to a 
squad of Limiters at the very edge of the Pore. 

She knew then that she was too late to save Will. But could she exact revenge for Tam, for her mother, for 
her sons? 

Dominion! 

Yes, there was something she could do. She was willing to bet that one or both of the Rebeccas still had the 
Dominion phials on them. And she'd seen how vitally important the virus was to their plan. 

Yes! 

If she could at least stymie the Styx's schemes, and maybe save some Topsoiler lives in the bargain, it would 
go a little way toward absolving her. She had doubted her own son. She had done so much wrong. It was time 
to get something right. 

Using the side ofa shattered menhir, she managed to get to her feet. Her irregular pulse thumped through 
her head, as loud as a kettledrum. The landscape swayed and pitched as she stood hunched over in the hard 
shadows, a different form of darkness amassing and beginning to engulf her; a darkness that light would not affect. 

Pointing and looking down, the Styx girls stood at the rim of the Pore. 

With a Herculean effort, Sarah dredged every remaining drop of vitality from her wrecked frame. Her arms 
outstretched, she flew at the twins, covering the remaining distance as fast as her broken body would propel her. 

She saw the identical looks of surprise on their faces as they turned, and heard their identical screams as she 
swept both of them over the brink with her. It hadn't taken much to dislodge them, but it had taken all Sarah had 
left. 

In her last moments of life, Sarah was smiling. 


Epilogue 


In Humphrey House, Mrs. Burrows sat alone in the dayroom. It was well past midnight and, now that her 
eyes were rid of the mystery virus, she had no problem watching television again. But she wasn't engrossed in one 
of her many soaps; there was a grainy black-and-white picture on the screen in front ofher. As she'd done many 
times before, she stopped the tape, rewound it, then played it back again. 

The video recording showed the door to the reception area bursting open and a figure rushing through it. 
But before the figure went out of view, a face was visible; it looked up and then hastily down, as if it was aware 
that it was being caught on the security camera. 

Mrs. Burrows froze the tape with a decisive press of the remote and moved closer to the television, leaning 
in to see the face with its flustered eyes and flurried hair. She touched the screen, tracing around the woman's 
features, which, flipping between two frames on the tape, were smeared and blurry, as ifa ghost had unwittingly 
been captured on film. 

"For your delight and delectation, the one and only Kate O'Leary, Woman of Intrigue," Mrs. Burrows 
mumbled as she made slits of her eyes and clicked her tongue against her teeth, still scrutinizing Sarah's face. 
"Well, Mrs. Kate whoever-you-are, there's nowhere on this earth you can hide that I won't find you." She fell 
into thought as she whistled in an atonal and random way, a habit of Dr. Burrows's — curiously, one she had 
often upbraided him for. "And I'm going to get my family back from you if it's the last thing I do." 

An owl hooted and Mrs. Burrows turned to the windows, glancing at the darkness of the gardens outside. 

As she did so, a man ina large overcoat stepped neatly back from the window so she wouldn't see him. It 
was highly unlikely that the Topsoiler woman, with her crude night vision, would be able to make him out in the 
gloom, but he wasn't about to take the chance. 

The owl took to the wing and glided between the trees, while the heavyset individual waited patiently before 
resuming his vigil at the window. 

As he waited, another man on a small hill a short distance away focused in on him, his light- gathering scope 
mounted on a tripod. 

"I see you," Drake said, pulling his jacket collar around his neck as a wind rose up. Making another small 
adjustment to a furled ring on the scope, so that he had a pin-sharp image of the man in the shadows, he muttered 


under his breath, "Who will watch the watchers?" 

From a nearby road, the undipped beam ofa car's headlights briefly fell across the rear of Humphrey 
House. At that distance, it amounted to nothing more than a glimmer, but, processed by the light- intensifying 
electronics of the scope, it was bright enough to make Drake blink. Taken by surprise at the unexpected 
interruption of his surveillance, he drew in a sudden breath. The flash triggered memories of the blinding arcs 
when Elliott and the boys had been shelled by the Limiters, those last moments at the Pore when all he'd been able 
to do was watch as the ghastly events unfolded. 

Drake stood up from the scope. Stretching his back to ease the stiffness in it, he stared into the depths of 
the night sky above. 

No, he hadn't been able to save Elliott or the boys, but he was going to do everything in his power to stop 
the Styx. Ifthey thought they could still resurrect their plan to use Dominion, they were in for a rude awakening. 
He took a cell phone from his pocket and dialed a number, strolling back toward the parked Range Rover as he 
waited. Waited for the answer to the call... 


NOTE TO ENTOMOLOGISTS: 


To avoid any confusion: Dr. Burrows dust mite is an arachnid (hence, related to spiders) and not an insect. 
But it is evident that evolutionary pressures down in the Deeps have been responsible for a number of specific 
adaptations: The so-called cave cows possess three pairs of legs (not that uncommon with mites), while the fourth 
pair of legs may have evolved into what Dr. Burrows perceives to be its "antennae" and "mandibles." The authors 
will be attempting to capture a specimen for further study, and their findings will be posted on 
WWW.TUNNELSTHE BOOK.COM in due course. Thank you. 
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"In order to arrive at what you are not 

You must first go through the way in which you are not. 
And what you do not know is the only thing you know 
And what you own is what you do not own 

And where you are is where you are not." 


—T.S. Eliot, East Coker, Four Quarters 


"Just passing through, ‘till we reach the next stage. 
But just to where, well it's all been arranged. 

Just passing through but the break must be made. 
Should we move on or stay safely away? 


—Joy Division, From Safety to Where... ? 


Part One 


Closer, Further 


1 


"Herrrrrph," Chester Rawls groaned softly to himself. His mouth was so dry it was a few 
moments before he could actually speak. "Aw, Mum, leave off, will you," he finally managed to 
say, but not unpleasantly. 

Something was tickling his ankle, just like his mother would do when he'd failed to retract 
his bleeping alarm clock and haul himself out of bed. And he knew that there would be no respite 
from the tickling until he threw back the duvet and began to get himself ready for school. 

"Please, Mum, just another five minutes?" he pleaded, his eyes still shut tight. 

He felt so snug that he just wanted to lie there for as long as he could, savoring every 
second. In truth, he would often pretend that he hadn't heard the alarm because he knew his 
mother would eventually come to make sure he was up. 

He treasured the moments when he opened his eyes and she'd be sitting there, perched on 
the end of his bed. He loved her breeziness and her smile, as bright as the morning sun. And she 
was this way every single morning, no matter how early the hour. 'T'm a morning person,’ she 
would proclaim cheerfully, 'but your grumpy old dad, is takes several cups of coffee before he's 
himself.’ Then she'd pull a mean face and push her shoulders forward and make growling noises 
like a wounded bear, and Chester would do the same and they'd both laugh. 

Chester grinned, but then his sense of smell kicked in with a vengeance, and the grin was 
wiped from his face. 

"Eww, Mum, what's that? It's gross!" he gasped, unable to explain the stench to himself. As 
if someone had turned off the TV, the image of his mother was gone. He immediately became 
very anxious and opened his eyes. 

Darkness. 

"What?" he muttered. It lay all about him, impenetrable and unbroken. The he caught 
something in the corner of his eye — a faint glow. Why's it so dark in here? he asked himself. 
Although he couldn’t see even the smallest thing to confirm that he was in his bedroom, his mind 


was working overtime to convince him that he really was there. Zs that light coming from the 
window, and that smell... has something boiled over on the cooker downstairs? What's going on? 

The odor was intense. It was sulfurous, but at the time there was something just beneath it... 
the sour tang of decay. The combination filled his nostrils and made his gorge rise. He tried to 
lift his head to look around. He couldn't — it was held by something — and for that matter, so 
were his arms and legs; his whole body felt as if it was stuck fast. His first thought was that he 
was paralyzed. He didn't cry out, but took several quick breaths to try to quell his terror. He told 
himself he hadn't lost any sense of feeling, even in his extremities, so he probably wasn't 
paralyzed. He was also further encouraged that he was able to wriggle his fingers and toes, albeit 
only very slightly. It seemed as though he was lodged in something firm and unyielding. 

The tickling at his ankle came again, as if his phantom mother was still there, and her 
tenuous image flickered back into his mind's eye again. 

"Mum?" he said uncertainly. 

The tickling stopped and he heard a low and mournful sound. It didn't sound quite human. 

"Who's that? Who's there?" he challenged the darkness. 

Then came what was quite unmistakably a meow. 

"Bartleby?" he yelled. "Is that you, Bartleby?" 

As he uttered the cat's name the event at the Pore flooded back to him in a vivid rush. He 
gasped as he remembered how he, Will, Cal and Elliott, with a huge hole behind them called the 
Pore, had been trapped by Limiters. "Oh, God," he whimpered. They'd been facing almost 
certain death at the hands of the Styx soldiers. It was like a scene in a bad dream, one that refused 
to dim even after waking. And it all felt so fresh to him, as if it had happened only minutes ago. 

Then more memories came back to him. 

"Oh, Jesus!" he murmured, recalling the moment when Rebecca, the Styx girl who had been 
implanted in Will's family, revealed that all the time she'd had an identical twin. He remembered 
these twins mocking Will so mercilessly, and taking such cruel pleasure in disclosing their plans 
to wipe out swathes of Topsoilers using the deadly virus, Dominion. The twins telling Will to 
give himself up, and then Will's brother, Cal, stepping out in the open, wailing that he wanted to 
go home. 

Then he remembered the hail of bullets that had cut the boy down. 

Cal was dead. 

Chester shuddered, but forced himself to recall what had happened next. The image of his 
friend, Will, came back to him — he and Chester were reaching out their hands to each other, and 
Elliott was shouting, and they were all linked together by a rope. Chester knew at that instant that 
there was still hope... but why? Why was there hope? ... he couldn't remember. They had been 
caught in a desperate situation, with no way out. Chester's mind was so muddled it took him 
several seconds to order his thoughts. 

Yes! That was it! Elliott was going to try to take them down the inside of the Pore... there 
was still time... they were going to escape. 

But it had all gone so very wrong. He screwed up his eyes as if his retinas still burnt with 
the fiery flashes and the searing whiteness of the explosions as they'd been bombarded by the 
Styx Division's mighty guns. He re-lived the feeling of the ground quaking beneath him, and then 
another memory resurfaced — the hazy image of Will being flung into the air right over his head, 
and over the edge of the Pore. 

Chester recalled his blind panic as he and Elliott had tried to prevent themselves from being 
dragged over by the combined weight of Will and Cal's bodies. But it had been in vain because 
they were all bound together, and the next thing he knew they were hurtling, all four of them, into 
the dark vacuum of the Pore. 

He recalled now the sensation of the rushing, unceasing wind, which snatched away his 
breath... and flashes of red light and incredibly intense heat... but now... 

... but now... 


..n0w he was supposed to be dead. 

So what was this? Where the hell was he? 

Bartleby meowed again, and Chester felt the cat's warm breath in his face. 

"Bartleby, that is you, isn't it?" Chester asked falteringly. 

The animal's huge domed head was inches away from him. Of course, it had to be Bartleby. 
Chester was forgetting that the cat had also gone over the side at the same time as the rest of 
them... and he was here now. 

Then Chester felt a damp tongue rasp against his cheek. 

"Geddoff!" he bawled. "Stop it!" 

Bartleby licked him even more vigorously, clearly delighted to be getting a reaction from 
Chester. "Get away from me, you stupid cat!" Chester shouted in growing alarm. It wasn't just 
that he was powerless to stop the animal, but Bartleby's tongue was as abrasive as a sheet of 
sandpaper, and being licked by him was actually quite painful. Renewing his efforts to free 
himself, Chester struggled furiously, all the time hollering at the top of his lungs. 

The shouting appeared not to deter the animal in the slightest, and Chester was left with no 
recourse but to hiss and spit as savagely as he could. It eventually worked, and Bartleby backed 
off. 

Then there was just silence and darkness again. 

He tried to call out to Elliott and then to Will, although he didn't know if either of them had 
survived the fall. He had the most horrible feeling in the pit of his stomach that he might be the 
only one left alive, other than the cat, of course. That almost made it worse for him — the idea 
that it was just him alone with the giant slobbering animal. 

A suggestion struck him like a cricket ball to the head... by some miracle had he landed in 
the very bottom of the Pore? He remembered what Elliott had told them — that not only was the 
opening more than a kilometer across, it was so deep that only one man had, so the story went, 
managed to climb back out of it. As much as the invisible substance he was stuck in would allow 
him, he trembled uncontrollably. He was in his worst nightmare. 

He was buried alive! 

He was jammed in some kind of body-form shallow grave, stranded in the guts of the Earth. 
How was he ever going to get out of the Pore again and back out onto the surface? He was 
further down even than the Deeps — and he'd thought that had been bad enough. The prospect of 
returning home to his parents and to his nice predictable life was growing ever more distant. 

"Please, I just want to go home," he gabbled to himself and, beset by alternating waves of 
claustrophobia and dread, he broke out into a cold sweat. 

Then, as he lay there, a small voice in his head told him he couldn't just give in to his fear. 
He stopped gabbling. He knew he had to liberate himself form whatever held him like quick 
setting cement, and find the others. They might need his help. 

By a process of tensing and relaxing and squirming, it took him ten minutes to partially 
work his head loose and to gain a measure of free movement in one shoulder. Then, as he 
contracted the muscles of his arms, there was a disgusting sucking sound, and one of them was 
suddenly released from the spongy, clinging material. 

"Yes!" he cried. Although the movement of his arm was limited, he took a moment to feel 
his face and chest with his hand. He came across the straps of his rucksack and undid both the 
buckles on them. Then, as he concentrated on freeing the rest of his body, heaving and grunting, 
he became hotter and hotter with the exertion from these micro-movements. It was as if he was 
breaking free from a mould. Nevertheless, it slowly seemed to be working. 


x x xX x x 


Many kilometers above Chester, at the top of the Pore, the old Styx stood peering into it 
while water fell in a constant drizzle around him, and somewhere in the distance packs of dogs 
howled. 

Although his face was deeply lined, and his hair flecked with silver, age had not brought 
frailty to this man. His tall, thin body was stretched as tightly as a bow under the long leather 
coat buttoned up to his neck. And, as the light caught them, his small eyes glittered like two 
beads of highly polished jet, and a sense of power emanated from his whole being, which seemed 
to pervade the darkness around him and hold it in his thrall. 

As he gestured with his hand, another man stepped up beside him, so that the pair of them 
stood shoulder by shoulder on the very edge of the void. This second person bore an uncanny 
resemblance to the old man, although his face was as yet unlined, and his hair was so black and 
tightly raked back that it could easily have been mistaken for a skull cap. 

These men, members of a secret race called the Styx, were investigating an incident which 
had taken place a short time before. An incident in which the old Styx had lost his twin 
granddaughters, who had been swept over the edge of the void. 

Although he knew there was little chance that either of the girls was still alive, the old Styx's 
face revealed no trace of sorrow or anguish at their loss as he fired orders in a staccato bark. 

There was a renewed flurry of activity as the Limiters around the Pore obeyed him. These 
soldiers, a specialized detachment that trained in the Deeps and undertook clandestine operations 
on the surface, wore dun-colored fatigues — heavy jackets and bulky trousers — despite the high 
temperatures prevalent at that depth in the Earth. Their lean faces were impassive and intent as 
some of their number used the light-gathering scopes mounted on their rifles to probe the depths 
of the Pore, while others lowered luminescent orbs on cables to check the upper reaches. It was 
unlikely that the twins had managed to stop themselves from plummeting to their deaths, but the 
old Styx had to make certain. 

"Anything?" he barked in his own tongue, a nasal and rasping language. The word echoed 
around the Pore and carried up the slope behind him, where other soldiers, with their usual 
efficiency, were already dismantling the large field guns that had caused so much destruction in 
the very spot where he now stood. 

"They've obviously perished," the old Styx said quietly to his young assistant, then 
immediately shouted orders at full volume again. "Concentrate all your efforts on finding the 
phials!" He was counting on the fact that one or both of the twins had had time to unhook the 
small glass vessels hung around their necks before they were taken over the edge. "We need 
those phials!" 

His uncompromising gaze fell on the Limiters who were crawling around him as they 
combed every inch of the ground. They were painstakingly checking under each piece of 
shattered rock and sifting through the churned-up dirt, which still smoldered from the residue of 
the explosive in the shells that had struck there. Every so often this residue ignited and small 
flames would rekindle and sprout from the ground, and just as soon vanish again. 

There were shouts of warning, and several Limiters threw themselves back as a strip of land 
further along the Pore broke away with a low rumble. Tons of rock and soil, which had been 
loosened from the shelling, detached and slid into the abyss. Although it had been a close call for 
them, the soldiers simply picked themselves up and resumed their duties, apparently unruffled by 
the event. 

The old Styx returned to contemplate the darkness at the top of the slope. "It was Sarah 
Jerome who took the twins over with her." 

"Who else could it have been?" the old Styx snapped, shaking his head. "And what's 
remarkable is that she managed it even though she was mortally wounded." He turned to his 
young assistant. "We were playing with fire when we set her against her sons and, quite simply, 
we got our fingers burnt. Nothing is ever straightforward when it comes to that Burrows child," 
changing it quickly to 'came to that Burrows child,' because it also presumed Will was dead. He 


fell silent with a frown, drawing a long breath before he spoke again. "But tell me — how did 
Sarah Jerome make it down here? Who was responsible for the area?" He thrust a finger at the 
upper slopes. "I want them to answer to me." 

His young assistant bowed his head to acknowledge the order, then left. 

Another figure immediately appeared in his place. It was so distorted and hunched it was 
difficult to tell at first glance whether it was actually human. From beneath a shawl stiff with 
filth, a pair of gnarled hands twitched their way out into the light. With birdlike movements, the 
hands lifted up the shawl to reveal a head horribly deformed with bulbous growths, so numerous 
that in places they seemed to grow one upon the other. Limp tufts of dank hair framed a face in 
which two perfectly white eyes were set. Devoid of irises or pupils, they swiveled about as 
though they were able to see. 

"Condolences, 'n' that, on the loss of..." the figure wheezed, tailing off in a respectful 
silence. 

"Thank you, Cox," the old Styx responded, now speaking in English. "Every man is the 
architect of his own fortune, and unfortunate things happen." 

In a sudden movement Cox swiped at the string of lacteous saliva dangling from his 
blackened lips with the back of his wrist, smearing it across his grey skin. He held his spindly 
arm in mid air, then, with a jerk, raised it further up his face and tapped the melon-sized growth 
on his forehead with a clawlike finger. 

"At least yer girls did for Will Burrows and that sow Elliott," he said. "But yer still going to 
purge the rest of the Deeps for the last renegades, ain't yer?" 

‘Every last one, using the information you gave us," the old Styx said, then shot him a 
knowing look. "Anyway, Cox, why do you ask?" 

"No reason," the shapeless lump replied, quick as a flash. 

"Oh, I think there is... you're worried because Drake has so far eluded us. And you know 
that sooner or later he'll come after you, to settle the score." 

"E will, and I'll be ready for '1m," Cox proclaimed confidently, but a snaking blue vein 
throbbing under one of his eyes told otherwise. "Drake could throw a spanner—" 

The old Styx held up a hand to silence him as his young assistant double-timed it back with 
three Limiters in tow. The trio of soldiers formed a row and stood rigidly to attention, their eyes 
set straight before them and their long rifles at their sides. Two of them were youthful subalterns 
while one was an officer, a grizzled veteran of many years' service. 

His fists clenched, the old Styx walked slowly down the row, stopping as he came to the last 
man, who happened to be the veteran. He turned fully to him, and with their faces separated by 
mere centimeters, the old Styx held the position for several seconds before dropping his eyes to 
the man's battle tunic. Three short cotton threads of different colors protruded from the material 
just above the veteran's breast pocket. These bright threads were decorations for acts of bravery 
— the Styx equivalent to Topsoiler medals. The old Styx closed his gloved fingers on them, 
tearing them out and then flinging them in the veteran's face. The veteran didn't blink or show the 
slightest reaction to this. 

The old Styx stepped back, then gestured towards the Pore as casually as if he was waving 
away a bothersome fly. The three soldiers broke from formation. They leant their rifles against 
each other in a pyramid. Then they unbuckled their bulky belt kits and deposited them in a neat 
pile before the rifles. With no further command from the old Styx, they trooped in single file to 
the edge of the Pore and, one after another, stepped straight into it. None of them gave as much 
as acry. And none of their comrades in the area stopped what they were doing to watch as the 
three soldiers hurtled down into the abyss. 

"Rough justice,” Cox said. 

"We demand nothing less than excellence," the old Styx replied. "They failed. They were 
no use to us any longer." 

"You know, the girls might just 'ave survived," Cox ventured. 


The old Styx turned to give Cox his full attention. "That's right — your people really 
believe a man fell down there and lived, don't they?" 

"They're not my people," Cox grumbled uncomfortably. 

"Some myth about a glorious Garden of Eden waiting at the bottom," the old Styx said 
playfully. 

"Load of guff," Cox mumbled, and began to cough. 

"You've never thought of giving it a try yourself?" The old Styx didn't wait for an answer, 
clapping his gloved hands together as he swung around to his young assistant. "Send a 
detachment to the Bunker to extract samples of the Dominion virus from the corpses there. If we 
can re-culture it, we can keep the plan on track." He cocked his head and smiled evilly at Cox. 
"Wouldn't want the Topsoilers to miss their day of reckoning, now, would we?" 

At his Cox exploded with a cackling laugh, spraying milky spittle into the air. 


x x x x x 


Chester refused to allow himself even a second's rest. Whatever it was that had him in its 
grip, it felt oily next to his skin, and as he continued to struggle he became even more certain it 
was the source of the foul stench. While he was straining to get his second arm out, his other 
shoulder came free, and then, all of a sudden, the top half of his torso was clear. He roared in 
triumph as he sat up with a loud sucking sound. 

He quickly felt around in the pitch black. He was completely hemmed in by the rubbery 
substance, and he found he could just reach the very top, where it seemed to level off. He tore off 
small strips from the sides around him — it was fibrous and greasy to the touch, and he hadn't the 
faintest idea what it was. But whatever it was, it seemed to have absorbed the impact of his fall 
down the Pore. Crazy as the idea appeared, it was probably the reason he was alive now. 

"No way!" he said, dismissing the notion. It was just too far-fetched — there must be 
another explanation. 

The lantern that had been clipped onto his jacket was nowhere to be seen, so he quickly 
checked through all his pockets for his spare luminescent orbs. 

"Blast it!" he exclaimed as he discovered that his hip pocket was torn and the contents gone, 
the orbs with them. 

Talking rapidly to himself to keep his spirits up, he attempted to get to his feet. "Oh, give 
me a break!" he wailed as he found his legs were still firmly wedged in the spongy material and 
he couldn't get up. But that wasn't the only thing holding him in place. 

"What's this?" he said, as he discovered the rope tied around his waist. It was Elliott's rope, 
which they'd used to daisy-chain themselves together at the top of the Pore. Now it was 
restricting his movements — to his left and right it was firmly set in the spongy material. 
Without the use of a knife, he had no option but to attempt to unpick the knot. This was easier 
said than done because his hands were drenched in the oily fluid and kept slipping off the rope. 

With much fumbling and cursing, he eventually managed to undo the knot, then enlarge the 
loop around him. "At last!" he bellowed, and with a sound like someone finishing a drink 
through a straw, he extricated his legs. One of his boots was left behind, stuck solid in the 
material. He had to use both hands to tug it out, putting it back on before he scrambled up. 

It was at that point that he realized how much every part of his body hurt — as if he'd just 
finished the toughest rugby match of his life, perhaps against a squad of particularly belligerent 
gorillas. "Ow!" he complained as he rubbed his arms and legs, also finding that there were rope 
burns around his neck and on his hands. With a loud groan he stretched his back, peering up 
above to try to make out where he had fallen when the air had been rushing against his face so 
hard he could hardly breathe, he didn't really remember very much until Bartleby had brought 
him to by nuzzling his ankle. 


"Where the hell am I?" he said repeatedly, remaining in the trench. He noticed a couple of 
areas of very dim illumination — although he didn't know what was causing them, the relief from 
the darkness made him feel slightly better. And, as his eyes adjusted further, he could vaguely 
make out the cat's fleeting silhouette as he circled around him like a prowling jaguar. 

"Elliott!" he called. "Are you there, Elliott?" 

He noticed that as he shouted there was a definite echo coming from his left, but nothing at 
all from his right. He yelled several more times, each time waiting for a response. "Elliott, can 
you hear me? Will! Hello, Will! Are you there? But no one answered. 

He told himself he couldn't stand there all day, simply shouting. He realized that one of the 
points of illumination was in fact coming from quite close by and made up his mind to try to 
reach it. He clawed himself out of his pit. Because he was soaked in the slippery fluid, he didn't 
risk getting to his feet, but kept on all fours as he moved over the springy surface. He noticed 
something else as he went: he felt strangely buoyant, as if he was floating in water. Wondering if 
this was because the knocks to his head had made him a little dizzy, he told himself to concentrate 
on the job in hand. 

He inched forward with small, deliberate movements, his fingers extended towards the light. 
Then the light seemed to catch the underside of his outstretched palm — and he realized it was 
coming from something embedded deep in the rubbery material. He rolled up his sleeve and 
stuck his arm into the hole to retrieve it. 

"Yuck!" he said as he prized the light out, his arm coated in the unctuous liquid. It was a 
Styx lantern. He didn't know if it had been his or had belonged to one of the others, but that didn't 
matter right now. He held up the lantern to assess his surroundings, his confidence building to the 
point where he decided to get to his feet. 

He found he was on a grayish surface — it wasn't smooth by any means but striated and 
pitted, with a texture somewhat akin to elephant hide. His light revealed that there were other 
things stuck in it, varying from small pebbles to substantial chunks of rock. They had evidently 
hit the material with some force and penetrated it, just as he had. 

He lifted the lantern higher and saw that the ground stretched away on all sides in a gently 
undulating plateau. Treading carefully so as not to lose his footing, Chester went back to his hole 
to inspect it more closely. He couldn't believe what he was seeing, and chuckled in amazement. 
He was looking at a perfect outline of himself, sunk deep into the surface of the material. It 
brought to mind the Saturday morning cartoon with the unfortunate coyote, which always seemed 
to end up falling from great heights and leaving a coyote-shaped impression when it hit the 
canyon floor. And her was a real-life Chester-shaped version! The cartoon didn't seem to be 
quite so funny any more. 

Muttering with disbelief, he jumped back into the hole to retrieve his rucksack, which took 
quite some doing. Once he'd freed it, he hoisted it onto his back and scrambled from the hole. 
Then he bent to lift up the rope. "Left or right?" he asked himself, looking at the opposite ends of 
the rope, which disappeared into the darkness. Picking a direction at random and steeling himself 
for what he might find, he began to follow the rope, heaving it out of the rubbery surface as he 
went. 

He'd gone about ten meters when the rope suddenly came away in his hands, and he tumbled 
back into a sitting position. Grateful that the subterranean rubberized mat had absorbed his fall, 
he got to his feet again and examined the end of the rope. It was frayed as if it had been cut. 
Despite this, he was able to follow the line it had left, and soon came to a deep impression in the 
ground. He sidestepped around the shape playing his light into it. 

It certainly looked as if someone had been there; the outline wasn't as perfect as his, as if 
whoever had made it had landed on their side. "Will! Elliott!" he called out again. There was 
still no reply, but Bartleby suddenly reappeared, fixing Chester with his big unwinking eyes. 
"What is it? What do you want?" Chester growled impatiently at him. The cat slowly turned to 
face the opposite direction and, with his body low to the ground, began to creep forward. "You 


want me to come with you — is that it?" Chester asked as he realized that Bartleby was behaving 
precisely as if he was stalking something. 

He followed the cat until they reached a vertical surface — a wall of the grey rubbery 
material down which water ran in rivulets. "Where now?" he demanded, beginning to think that 
the cat might be taking him on a wild goose chase. Chester was reluctant to wander too far and 
get himself lost, but he knew sooner or later he might have to bite the bullet and explore the 
whole area. 

His skeletal tail sticking out behind him, Bartleby was pointing his snout at what appeared to 
be a gap in the wall. Water was splattering down over the opening in a continuous shower. 
"Inside there?" Chester asked as he tried to shine the Styx lantern through the water. In answer 
Bartleby stepped through the sheet of water, and Chester followed. 

He found he was in some sort of cave. Bartleby wasn't the only one inside it. Someone else 
appeared to be sitting there, huddled over and surrounded by discarded sheets of paper. 

"Will!" Chester gasped, almost unable to talk, he was so relieved that his friend had made it 
through. 

Will raised his head, relaxing his fingers which had been tightly clenched around a 
luminescent orb, and allowing the light to dapple his face. He said nothing, staring dumbly at 
Chester. 

"Will?" Chester repeated. Alarmed by his friend's silence, he squatted down beside him. 
"Are you hurt?" 

Will simply continued to stare at him. Then he ran a hand through his white hair, which was 
slick with oil, and grimaced and blinked one eye as if it was too much effort to speak. 

"What's wrong? Talk to me, Will!" 

"Yeah, I'm all right. Considering." Will eventually answered in a monotone voice. "Other 
than I've got a blinder of a headache and my legs hurt like hell. And my ears keep popping." He 
swallowed several times. "Must be the difference in pressure." 

"Mine too," Chester said, then realized how unimportant that was at this very moment. 

"But, Will, how long have you been in here?" 

"Dunno," Will shrugged. 

"But, why... what... you..." Chester spluttered, his words tumbling into one another. "Will, 
we made it!" he burst out, laughing. "We bloody made it!" 

"Looks that way," his friend replied flatly, pressing his lips together. 

"What is wrong with you?" Chester demanded. 

"I don't know," Will mumbled. "I really don't know what's wrong, or what's right, not any 
more.” 

"What do you mean?" Chester said. 

"I thought I was going to see my dad again," Will bowed his head as he answered. "All the 
time those terrible things were happening to us, one hope kept me going... I really believed that 
I'd be back with my dad." He held up a grimy-looking Mickey Mouse toothbrush. "But that 
dream's gone now. He's dead, and all that he's left behind is this stupid toothbrush he nicked from 
me... and the wacko stuff he was writing in his journal." 

Will selected a damp piece of paper and read a sentence scrawled over it. "A ‘second sun’ ... 
in the center of the Earth? What does that mean?" He sighed heavily. "It doesn't even make 
sense." 

Then he spoke in barely a whisper. 

"And Cal..." Will shook with an involuntary sob. "It was my fault he died. I should have 
done something to save him. I should have given myself up to Rebecca..." He clicked his tongue 
against his teeth, correcting himself, "... to the Rebeccas." 

He raised his head, his lackluster gaze resting on Chester. "Every time I shut my eyes, all I 
see are her two faces... like they're pressing into my eyelids, into the darkness itself... two vile, 


nasty faces, ranting and shouting at me. I can't seem to get them out of here," he said, slapping 
his forehead with some force. "Oh, that hurt," he groaned. "Why did I do that?" 

"But—" Chester began. 

"We might as well pack it in. What's the point?" Will interrupted him. "Don't you 
remember what the Rebeccas were saying about the Dominion plot? We can't do a thing to stop 
them letting the virus loose on the surface, not from down here." With great ceremony, he 
dropped the Mickey Mouse toothbrush into a greasy-looking puddle, as if he was drowning the 
crudely painted animal that composed its handle. "What's the point?" he repeated. 

Chester was quickly losing his cool. "The point is, we're here and we're together and we 
showed those evil cows. It's like... it's like..." he floundered for a second, as he tried to express 
himself, "... it's like in a video game when you get a respawn... you know, when you get another 
go. We've been given a second chance to try to stop the Rebecca twins and save all those lives on 
the surface." He plucked the toothbrush out of the puddle and, shaking the water from it, handed 
it back to Will. "The point is, we made it, we're still alive, for God's sake." 

"Biggish deal," Will muttered. 

"Of course it's a big deal!" Chester shook his friend by the shoulder. "C'mon, Will, you're 
the one who always kept us all going, dragging us after you, the loopy one who—" Chester 
paused to draw a quick breath in his excited state, "—who always had to see what was round the 
next corner. Remember?" 

"Isn't that what got us into this mess in the first place?" Will responded. 

Chester made a noise halfway between a ‘hmmm’ and a 'yes', then shook his head 
vigorously. "And I want you to know..." Chester's voice quivered into nothing as he averted his 
eyes and fidgeted with a piece of rock by his boot. "Will... I was such an idiot." 

"It doesn't matter now," Will replied. 

"Yes, it does. I was acting like a prize muppet... I got so fed up with everything... with you.’ 
Then Chester's voice became steady again. "I said a lot of stuff I didn't mean. And now I'm 
asking you to do your exploring, and I promise I'll never ever complain again. I'm sorry." 

"That's okay," Will mumbled, a little embarrassed. 

"Just do what you do best... find us a way out of here," Chester urged him. 

"TU try," Will said. 

Chester fixed him with a look. "I'm counting on it, Will. All those people on the surface are 
too. Don’t forget, my mum and dad are up there. I don't want them to get the virus and die." 

"No, of course not." Will replied immediately, as Chester's mention of his parents brought 
the situation into sharp focus for him. Will knew how much his friend loved them, and their fates 
and those of many hundreds of thousands — if not millions — of people might be sealed if the 
Styx plot went ahead. 

"Come on then, partner,” Chester urged, offering Will a hand to help him up. Together they 
stepped through the waterfall and out onto the rubbery surface. 

"Chester," Will said, becoming more like his old self, "there's something you should know." 

"What's that?" 

"Noticed anything weird about this place?" Will asked, giving his friend a quizzical glance. 
Wondering where to start, Chester shook his head, his mane of curly, oil-drenched hair 
whipping about his face and a strand catching in his mouth. He plucked it out immediately with a 
look of disgust and spat several times. "No, other than this stuff we landed in smells and tastes 

bloody awful." 

"My guess is that we're on a dirty great fungus,” Will went on. "We've ended up on some 
sort of ledge of the stuff — it must be sticking out into the Pore. I saw something like this once 
on television — there was a monster fungus in America that stretched for more than a thousand 
miles underground." 

"Is that what you wanted to—?" 


' 


"Nope," Will interrupted. "This is the interesting thing. Watch carefully." The luminescent 
orb was in the palm of his hand and he casually tossed it five meters into the air. Chester looked 
on with stunned amazement as it seemed to float back down to Will's hand again. It was as if he 
was witnessing the scene in slow motion. 

"Hey, how'd you do that?" 

"You have a go," Will said, passing the orb over to Chester. "But don't throw it too hard or 
you'll lose it." 

Chester did as Will suggested, lobbing it upwards. In the event, he applied too much force 
and the orb shot some twenty meters, illuminating what appeared to be another fungus outcrop 
above them, before it floated eerily down again, the light playing on their upturned faces. 

"How—?" Chester gasped, his eyes wide with amazement. 

"Don't you feel, er, the weightlessness?" Will said, grasping for the right word. "It's low 
gravity. My guess is that it's about a third of what we're used to on the surface," Will informed 
him, pointing a finger heavenwards. "That — and the soft landing we had on this fungus — 
might explain why we're not as flat as pancakes right now. But be careful how you move around 
or you'll send yourself spinning off this shelf and back into the Pore again." 

"Low gravity," Chester repeated, trying to absorb what his friend was saying. "What does 
than mean, exactly?" 

"It means we must have fallen a very long way." 

Chester looked at him uncomprehendingly. 

"Ever wondered what's at the center of the Earth?" Will said. 
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As Drake stole along the lava tunnel, he thought he heard a noise and froze, listening 
intently. "Nothing," he said to himself after a moment, then unhooked his canteen from his belt to 
take a drink. He swallowed contemplatively, his eyes peering at the gloom of the tunnel as he 
began to reflect on what had happened at the Pore. 

He'd left before the old Styx had ordered the Limiters to jump to their deaths, but had 
witnessed the horrific events leading up to it. Hidden on the slope above the Pore, he'd been 
powerless to prevent Cal from meeting a sudden and violent end. Will's younger brother had 
been brutally gunned down by the Styx soldiers after he'd panicked and stepped out into the line 
of fire. And minutes later, Drake had been equally powerless to save Will and the rest of them 
when all hell had broken loose. He could only watch as the large-bore guns of the Styx Division 
opened up, and Elliott, Will and Chester were blasted over the side of the Pore. 

Drake had been through so much with Elliott in the Deeps that he could usually second- 
guess how she'd act in any given situation. And as bad as things looked, Drake had still retained a 
sliver of hope that somehow she had managed to anchor herself and the boys to the side of the 
colossal opening, and they hadn't actually dropped down it. So Drake had remained where he 
was, rather than do what his instincts were telling him and get away from the area, which was 
swarming with Styx and their savage attack dogs. 

As Limiters searched the perimeter of the Pore, he'd listened out, hoping to catch the reports 
as Elliott and the boys were located and hauled out. At least if they were captured, he would have 
an opportunity to try to free them later on. 

But as the minutes ticked by and the search down by the Pore continued, he'd become 
increasingly disheartened. He had to accept that Elliott and the boys were gone for good, that 
they had fallen to their deaths. Of course, there was a decades-old story about a man who had 
stumbled into the Pore and miraculously reappeared at the Miners' Station, babbling about 
fantastic lands, but Drake had never believed a word of it. He'd always dismissed it as a rumor 
manufactured by the Styx to give the Colonists something to think about. No, as far as he was 
concerned, nobody survived the Pore. 

He was also becoming increasingly concerned that he'd be detected by the Styx dogs, known 
as stalkers — vicious brutes whose fierceness was surpassed only by their prowess at tracking. 
They hadn't yet picked up his scent trail because of the clouds of smoke left over from the recent 
gun barrage. But the wind was rapidly dispersing the smoke and wouldn't afford him protection 
from the dogs for very much longer. 

He'd just been debating whether he should leave when he'd heard a commotion. Jumping to 
the conclusion that Elliott and the boys had been spotted, he'd immediately raised himself up on 
his elbows and peered around the menhir he'd hidden behind. The number of soldiers with 
unshielded lanterns in the area allowed him a clear view of the reason for all the activity. 

Down by the Pore he caught the briefest glimpse of someone in full flight, their arms 
outstretched on either side of them. 

"Sarah?" he'd said under his breath. 

It had certainly looked like Will's mother, Sarah Jerome, but he couldn't begin to understand 
how she'd managed to get to her feet and, far less, how she was able to run. Her injuries had been 
so severe that he would truly have thought she'd be dead by now. 

But from the glimpse he got, she appeared to be very much alive as she tore over the uneven 
ground. Drake had watched as the Styx reacted, running towards her as they brought up their 
rifles. But no shots had been fired as Sarah swept two small figures over the edge of the Pore 
with her. She and the figures had simply vanished from sight. 

"TII be damned," he said under his breath as he'd heard high-pitched screams, assuming 
instantly that one of them had to be Sarah. 


Other shouts — the shouts of Styx soldiers — rang out all over the slope and, as footfalls 
passed not meters from where he was hiding, Drake had quickly tucked himself back behind the 
menhir. But he hadn't been able to resist a second look. 

All the soldiers in the area had gathered around the spot where Sarah had jumped. A single 
Styx had stepped up onto a chunk of masonry and had begun to shout rapid orders at the soldiers 
milling around him. He'd appeared to be older than the rest of the troops, and was dressed in the 
usual black coat and white shirt, rather than the Limiter combats. Drake had seen him around the 
Colony before — he was clearly someone at the very top of their hierarchy, someone very 
important. And with the ease of someone used to issuing orders, he quickly and efficiently 
organized the soldiers into two groups — one to check the Pore, the other to comb the slope with 
stalkers. 

Drake had realized it was time to make himself scarce. 

Getting to the top of the slope undetected hadn't been difficult, and then he'd made his way 
out of the cavern. Once in the lava tubes, he'd moved cautiously, not least because he only had 
stove guns — very basic firearms. 

But now, as he took a final sip from his canteen and replaced the lid, his mind was 
processing what he'd witnessed at the Pore. "Sarah," he said out loud, as he thought about how 
she'd taken the two Styx with her to the grave. 

Then it clicked. 

The high-pitched screams he'd heard weren't Sarah's at all. 

The screams had been those of young girls. The twins! Sarah had taken her revenge on the 
Rebecca twins! Knowing she probably had only minutes to live, and that her two sons had 
already met their fate, Sarah had found the perfect focus for her retribution. 

That was it! 

She had sacrificed herself to eliminate the twins. And he knew that the twins had had the 
lethal Dominion virus on them, as they'd been parading it around and taunting Will with it. 
They'd told Will of their plan to unleash it on Topsoilers, and implied that the single phial of 
Dominion was all they needed. According to Sarah, one of the twins had been handed the freshly 
replicated virus as she'd arrived in the Deeps. Drake was willing to bet that the phial was the only 
specimen the Styx had in their possession. So, possibly without knowing it, Sarah had just 
exacted her vengeance on what was most dear to the Styx, and had foiled their plot against 
Topsoilers. 

It was perfect! 

She'd achieved precisely what Drake had thought near impossible. 

Shaking his head, he took a single step but jerked to a stop as if a current had been passed 
through him. 

"Jesus Christ! What a fool Iam!" he exclaimed. He'd completely overlooked something. It 
wasn't quite the perfect solution he'd first thought. Sarah had started the job, but it wasn't finished 
yet. 

"The Bunker," he murmured, as he realized that traces of the virus could still be present in 
the sealed test cells in the midst of the huge concrete complex. The Styx had tested the 
effectiveness of the virulent strain on a handful of unfortunate Colonists and renegades, and their 
dead bodies might still contain living virus. And Drake realized that the Styx would know that 
too, and that he would have to get there first to destroy what was left. 

He began to run, formulating a plan of action as he went. He could pick up some explosives 
from a secret cache on the way to the Bunker. It was likely there would still be Styx patrolling 
the Great Plain, but he had to get to the cells as quickly as he could. He was going to have to cut 
some corners — this was no time for subtlety. 

Too much was at stake for that. 


x xX x x xX 


In the corridor of Humphrey House, Mrs. Burrows dithered, unable to make up her mind. 
There part of her that craved television just didn't seem to burn with its usual intensity that 
Saturday afternoon. She knew there was something that she wanted to watch, but she couldn't 
quite recall what it was. She found this vaguely disquieting — it really wasn't like her to forget. 

Shaking her head, she took a few shuffling steps across the green, over-waxed lino in the 
direction of the Day Room, where the only television in the place was to be found. 

"No," she said, stopping. 

As she listened to the voices and the activity coming form different parts of the building, 
echoing and indefinite like sounds heard in a public swimming baths, she suddenly felt so very 
alone. Here she was in this impersonal building with its professional staff and an assortment of 
troubled people, but nobody really cared about her. Of course, the staff had a clinical interest in 
her wellbeing, but they were strangers to her, just as she was to them. She was merely another 
patient to be sent on her way when they decided she had recovered, another bed to be vacated for 
the next inmate. 

"No!" She thrust her clenched fist into the air. "I'm better than that!" she proclaimed loudly 
as an orderly marched briskly past her. He didn't even give her a second glance — people 
speaking to themselves were the norm in this place. 

She swiveled on the worn heels of her slippers and scuffed down the corridor, away from 
the Day Room, as she fished in her dressing-gown pocket for the card the policeman had given 
her. It had been three days since the last meeting with him, and it was about time he came up 
with something definite. As she reached the phone booth, she flexed the flimsy piece of card with 
its cheap printing. "Detective Inspector Rob Blakemore," she murmured. 

For a second she thought about the unidentified woman who had come to see her some 
months before. The woman had pretended to be from social services, but Mrs. Burrows had seen 
through the deception and worked out who she really was. The woman was Will's biological 
mother, and she had accused Will of murdering her brother. But this rather far-fetched claim, 
whether true or not, wasn't Mrs. Burrows' main concern. She was more preoccupied by two other 
aspects. She couldn't understand why the woman had waited until now to make herself known — 
waited until after Will had gone walkabout. And the second aspect was that Mrs. Burrows 
couldn't help but be impressed by the passion the woman had shown. To describe her as driven 
would be a rank understatement. 

In the end, this is what had shaken Mrs. Burrows from her safe, lazy world, like a blast of 
cold wind from an unknown country. In those brief moments with Will's biological mother, she 
had had a glimpse of something far removed from the second-hand life that the television 
provided her with... something so real, so immediate, and so irresistible. 

She slotted her credit card into the phone and dialed the number. 

As it was the weekend, DI Blakemore was, predictably enough, not in the office. Despite 
this, Mrs. Burrows left a long and rambling message with the poor girl unfortunate enough to 
answer her call. 

"Highfield Police Station. How can I h—?" 

"Yes, this Celia Burrows, and DI Blakemore said he'd get back to me on Friday and he 
hasn't, so I want him to call me without fail on Monday because he said he was going to review 
the piece of CCTV footage he took away with him, and try to lift a decent photo of the woman's 
face, from which he was going to get an artist's impression, which he could distribute on the 
police intranet in the hope that someone might be able to identify her, and he also wanted to think 
about some media coverage and how that might help, and by the way, if you didn't catch it the 
first time, my name is Celia Burrows. Goodbye." 

Having hardly drawn breath or given the girl an opportunity to say a single word, Mrs. 
Burrows slammed the receiver down. "Good," she congratulated herself, and went to extract her 
credit card. However, she paused in thought for a second, then dialed her sister's number. 


"It's ringing!" Mrs. Burrows said. That in itself was a breakthrough because the number had 
been unobtainable for several months, which probably meant that her sister had overlooked her 
phone bill yet again. 

The phone continued to ring, but there was still no answer. 

"Pick up, Jean, pick up!" Mrs. Burrows could hear a munching sound, as if her sister was 
eating a piece of toast. 

"Just listen to me, this is C—" 

"I don't know what you're selling, but I don't need none!" 

‘Noooooo!" Mrs. Burrows shouted as her sister hung up on her. She held the telephone 
away from her head and fumed at it. "You silly cow, Jean!" She was just about to redial when 
she spotted the rake-thin form of the matron bustling down the corridor. 

Mrs. Burrows replaced the receiver, whipped her credit card from the slot, then stepped in 
front of the grey-haired woman. On the spur of the moment she had decided what she had to do. 

"Im leaving." 

"Oh, yes? Why's that?" the matron asked. "Because of Mrs. L's death?" 

Uncharacteristically for Mrs. Burrows, she seemed at a loss for words. She opened her 
mouth but didn't speak as she remembered the patient who had contracted the Ultra Bug, a 
mystery virus that had swept through the country and then the rest of the world. But whereas 
most people were laid low for a week or two with chronic eye and mouth infections, the virus had 
somehow got into Mrs. L's brain and killed her. 

"Yes, I suppose that's probably part of the reason," she admitted. "When she died so 
abruptly, it did make me realize how valuable life is, and how much I've been missing out on," 
she said finally. 

The matron inclined her head sympathetically. 

"And after all these months with still no news of my husband or son, I've been forgetting 
that there's one member of my family left — my daughter, Rebecca," Mrs. Burrows said. "She's 
staying at my sister's, you know, and I haven't as much as spoken to her in months. I feel that I 
should be with her. She probably needs me right now." 

"I understand, Celia." Nodding, the matron smiled at her, adjusting her wiry grey hair, 
which was gathered into an immaculately-arranged bun. 

Mrs. Burrows smiled back. What the matron didn't need to know was that Mrs. Burrows 
was damned if she was going to leave it entirely to the police to find her missing husband and 
son. She was convinced that the unidentified woman who had come to see her was the key to 
what was going on, and might even be Will's abductor. The police kept telling Mrs. Burrows they 
were 'on the case' and ‘doing everything they could’, but she was determined to begin her own 
investigations as well. And she couldn't do that in here, with just a public payphone at her 
disposal. 

"You know it's my job to advise you to speak to your counselor before you leave, but..." said 
the matron, glancing at her wristwatch, "that wouldn't be until Monday, and I can see you've 
made your mind up. I'll get the release forms from my office right now for you to sign." She 
turned to go down the corridor then paused. "I have to say I'm going to miss our little chats, 
Celia." 

"Me, too," Mrs. Burrows replied. "Maybe I'll come back one day." 

"I hope not, for your sake," the matron said, continuing on her way. 


x x x x x 


"We've got to find Elliott," Chester said as he took a few reluctant steps. 

"Hold on a second." Will started to lift an arm and then made a noise, as if he was in great 
pain. 

"What is it?" Chester asked. 


"My arms, shoulders, hands," Will complained. "Everything hurts like hell." 

"Tell me about it," Chester said, as his friend managed to raise his arm all the way to his 
neck with another stifled moan. 

"I want to see if this still works." Will began to untangle the night vision device, which had 
been pushed down around his neck during the fall. 

"Drake's lens?" Chester said. 

"Drake?" Will gasped, immediately stopping what he was doing. "Remember what the 
Rebeccas said — do you think they were telling the truth, for once?" 

"What... that it wasn't him you shot?" Chester asked hesitantly. It was the first time he had 
spoken to Will about the shooting on the Great Plain, and he felt distinctly uneasy now that he 
had. 

"Chester, whoever it was that the Limiters were torturing, I honestly think I missed him by a 
mile." 

"Oh," Chester mumbled, as Will looked thoughtful. 

"If they had caught or killed Drake, the Rebeccas would have rubbed my face in it," Will 
reasoned. 

Chester gave a small shrug. "Maybe he didn't escape them, and they've got him somewhere. 
Maybe it was just another of their nasty little lies." 

"No, I don't think so," Will said, his eyes bright with hope. "What could they get from lying 
about that?" He looked at Chester. "So, if Drake did survive the ambush... and somehow got 
away from the Limiters... I wonder where he is now." 

"Maybe he's holed up somewhere on the Great Plain?" Chester suggested. 

"Or maybe he went Topsoil. Don't ask me why, but I had the feeling he could go to the 
surface any time he wanted." 

"Well, wherever he is, we could really do with his help now," Chester sighed as he scanned 
the darkness. "I wish he was down here with us." 

"I wouldn't wish that on anyone," Will declared earnestly, grunting as he worked the device 
over his face. He positioned the strap over his forehead and tightened it, then adjusted the flip- 
down lens so it was directly over his right eye. He found that the cable had become unplugged 
from the small rectangular unit in his trouser pocket, and made sure it was connected again before 
turning on the device. "So far, so good,” he exhaled as the lens began to glow with a muted 
orange iridescence. 

Closing his left eye, he looked through the device, waiting for the image to settle down 
through a helter-skelter of static. "I think it's okay... yeah, it's okay... it's working," he told 
Chester as he got to his feet. The headset revealed the full extent of the fungal shelf to him as if it 
was bathed in a citrus glow. 

"Jeez, Chester, you look really weird," he chuckled as he surveyed his orange-hued friend 
through the lens. "You look a bit like a badly-bruised grapefruit... with an afro!" 

"Don't worry ‘bout me..." Chester said impatiently. "Just tell me what you see." 

"Well, this place is flat, and it's pretty big," Will observed. "It looks sort of like... well..." he 
hesitated, searching for a comparison, "as if we're on a beach right after the tide's gone out. Sort 
of smooth, but with a few dunes." 

They were on a gently rolling plateau that was perhaps the size of two football fields, 
although it was difficult to tell precisely how far it extended. 

Will spotted a large section of rock a little distance away and, with several massive strides 
leapt onto it. With the reduced gravitational pull, it had hardly taken any effort. 

"Yes, I think I can see the edge over there... it's a hundred feet or so away." From his 
elevated position he could just make out where the fungal growth ended. But the lens gave him 
the ability to see much farther than this, to the titanic void of the Pore itself. He could even make 
out its far wall, which appeared craggy, and shone as if water was running down it. "Jesus, 
Chester, we fell down one almighty hole!" he whispered, as the sight brought home to him the 


scale of the Pore. He was struck with the thought that it must be rather like glimpsing the sheer 
face of Mount Everest through the window of a passing aeroplane. 

Then Will turned his attention to what was above them. "And I reckon we've got another 
ledge right over us." Chester was squinting up at where his friend was looking, but nothing was 
visible to him through the heavy blanket of darkness that enveloped everything. "It's not as big as 
the one we're on," Will informed him. "And it's got holes in it." As he examined these, he 
wondered if they were the result of boulders and rocks slamming into it and tearing large rents. 

"Anything else?" Chester asked. 

"Hang on," Will said as he moved his head to get a better view. 

"Yes?" Chester pressed. "What can you—?" 

"Just be quiet for a second, will you?" Will said distractedly, as a series of objects caught his 
eye. They were regular and patently not formed by nature, not even by the strange forces of 
subterranean nature that never ceased to surprise him. They just didn't fit in. "There's something 
very odd up there," he said quickly as he pointed. "There, right on the edge of the shelf." 

"Where?" Chester asked. 

Several seconds passed as the view through Will's lens fizzled with static then cleared down 
again. "Yes, there are loads of them. They look like..." He tailed off, sounding unsure of 
himself. 

"Well?" Chester prompted. 

"From what I can see they could be nets, in some sort of frames," Will said. "Which means 
we might not be alone down her," he added, "however far we've fallen." 

Chester absorbed this piece of information, then blurted, "Do you think it's the Styx?" He 
was suddenly terrified that they might be in danger again. 

"I don't know, but there's..." Will began, then his voice dried up. 

"What?" Chester asked. 

When Will finally spoke again, it was difficult for Chester to hear him. "I think there's a 
body in one of them," he murmured. 

Guessing what might be coming next, Chester didn't speak as he watched Will begin to 
tremble. 

"Oh, God. I think Cal's up there," Will said, staring in horror at the body spread-eagled on 
the net that Chester had no way of seeing. 

"Er, Will," Chester said tentatively. 

"Yes?" 

"It might not be Cal — it might be Elliott." 

"Could be, but it looks like Cal," Will said haltingly. 

"Whoever it is, we still need to search for the other one. If it isn't Elliott, she might still 
be—" Chester swallowed the last word, but Will was only too aware what it was intended to be. 

"Alive," he said. He wheeled around to face Chester, breathing fast with emotion. "God, 
will you listen to us! We're talking about living and dying as if we're discussing some bloody 
exam result or something. All this is turning us on our heads." 

Chester tried to interrupt, but Will wasn't to be stopped. 

"My brother's probably up there, and he's dead. And my dad. Uncle Tam, Granny 
Macaulay... they're all dead too. Everyone dies around us. And we just carry on as if it's quite 
normal. What have we become?" 

Chester had had quite enough. He yelled at Will. 

There's nothing we can do about any of that now! If those twins had got their stinking hands 
on us, we'd all be dead right now, and we wouldn't be having this half-arsed conversation!" His 
raised voice resounded around the place as Will watched him, startled by his friend's precipitant 
anger. "Now get down from there and help me to find the one person who might just get us 
home!" 


Will considered his friend in silence then jumped down. "Yes, you're right," he said, adding, 
"as usual." 

As they made their way across the fungus, the prospect of actually finding Elliott filled them 
both with unremitting dread. 

"This is where I hit the deck," Chester said, as he pointed at the place where he had landed. 
Squatting down on his hams, Chester began to tug at the rope, which, unless it had snapped, 
would lead them to Elliott. As he yanked at it, it broke a line in the surface of the fungus, and 
both of them followed it reluctantly. Before they knew it they came upon Elliott. She had landed 
on her side just as Will had done, and her slight form had penetrated deep into the fungus. 

"Oh no, I think her face is buried in the stuff," Chester said. He flung himself down and 
tried to pull her head round so her nose and mouth weren't obstructed by the fungus. "Quick! 
She might not be able to breathe!" 

"Is she...?" Will asked, from the other side of her body. 

"Can't tell," Chester replied. "Help me get her out!" 

Chester began to heave on her and Will took hold of one of her legs. With a loud slurp she 
came loose. 

"Christ alive!" Chester shouted as he saw the state of her arm. It was clear she had refused 
to let go of her rifle, with dire consequences when she'd slammed into the fungus. The rifle strap 
was wrapped around her forearm, which was horribly twisted. "Her arm's really messed up." 

"Definitely broken," Will agreed hollowly as he cleared the fungal gunk away from her face, 
picking the remaining fibers from her lips and nostrils. "But she's alive. She's still breathing," he 
told Chester, who didn't seem to be able to take his eyes off the mangled limb. 

Will moved to Elliott's other side and, nudging Chester aside, gently unwound the rifle strap 
from around her arm. 

"Do be careful," Chester urged him in a croak. 

Will handed the rifle to him, and then undid the rope around Elliott's waist and slid her 
rucksack off her back, pulling her undamaged arm from the straps first. "Let's get her under 
cover," he said, as he lifted the girl and carried her over to the cave. 

They laid her down on some spare clothes. She was breathing regularly, but out cold. 

"What do we do now?" Chester asked, still eyeing her twisted arm. 

"I don't know. Wait for her to wake up, I suppose," Will replied with a shrug, then sighed. 
"I'm going to see to Cal," he said abruptly. 

"Will, why don't you just leave him?" Chester suggested. "It won't make any difference 
now." 

"I can't do that — he's my brother," Will said, and left the cave. 

Will walked around for a while, surveying the ledge directly above until he had located one 
of the larger holes. Then he readied himself and jumped at it. On any other occasion the fact that 
he was shooting through the air like a human cannonball would have filled him with awe. But 
now he didn't give it more than a passing thought — what he was about to do blotted everything 
else from his mind. 

As he soared through the hole in the shelf, he realized that he'd overdone it, and his 
momentum was carrying him too far. He was on a trajectory that was taking him high above the 
shelf. 

"Whoaaaaaa!" he shouted in alarm, and began to windmill his arms in an effort to bring 
himself down again. 

Then his trajectory dropped off, and he began to descend. He spotted he was heading 
straight for a patch of some mastlike structures that stood proud of the fungus's surface. They 
were thick stalks some three to four meters in height, with what resembled basketballs on the 
ends. A voice from some remote part of his brain helpfully informed him they were ‘fruiting 
bodies' — he seemed to recall they were organs to do with fungal reproduction. But it wasn't the 
time to dwell on half-remembered facts from his biology lessons. As he flew straight into the 


midst of them, he desperately grabbed at the rubbery stalks. Although they either broke off at 
their bases or the basketballs on their tips detached and whizzed away in all directions, at least 
they helped to slow his progress. 

As the last stalk came away in his hands and he cleared the patch, he finally touched down. 
But it was no better — he was skiing on his knees across the greasy surface on a course that was 
taking him towards the edge. There were no more fruiting bodies in the way to help him, so he 
threw himself on his chest, digging his fingers and the toecaps of his boots into the skin of the 
fungus. He howled, imagining he was about to shoot straight off the gently curved edge of the 
shelf and into the Pore, but managed to bring himself to a halt just in the nick of time. 

"Jesus, that was close," he puffed, as he held absolutely still. It had been close — his head 
was far enough over the rim of the fungus that he could clearly see the one he'd just left below 
him. 

He pulled himself back from the edge and, for a while, just lay there. "Come on," he said 
eventually, and got to his feet. He took very careful, controlled paces over to the frames. He 
certainly wasn't going to make any sudden movements after that last jaunt. 

The frames were simple rectangular structures, roughly the size of goal mouths, and were 
made from what appeared to be the trunks of young trees some ten centimeters in diameter, bound 
together at each corner. If they were made from wood — he couldn't tell for certain — it was 
blackened and charred as if it had been burnt in a fire. A mesh of thick strands loosely woven 
together formed the netting strung between the frames. They felt rough and fibrous to the touch, 
and he suspected they were the skin of some plant, possibly even of the giant fungus itself. As he 
walked along the line of nets, he could see that many of them were torn, but the one Cal was hung 
up in seemed to be in reasonable shape. 

Stopping before his brother's body, he forced himself to look at it, then quickly averted his 
eyes. He bit his lip agitatedly, wondering if he should just go back to Chester. After all, nothing 
he did now would change anything. He could just leave the body where it was. 

He heard Tam's booming voice as clearly as if the big man was standing right beside him. 
"Brothers, hah, brothers, my nephews." Tam had uttered these words when Will and Cal, after so 
many years of being separated, had been reunited in the Jerome family home back in the Colony. 

And just before Tam had sacrificed his life so Will and Cal could escape, Will had made 
him a promise to look out for Cal. 

"I'm so sorry, Tam," Will said aloud. "I couldn't keep it. I... I let you down." 

"You did your best, m'boy. You couldn't have done anything more," came Uncle Tam's 
gravelly tones. Although Will knew that the voice was only his imagination working overtime, it 
gave him a measure of comfort. 

Still he made no move towards Cal's body, debating with himself whether to just leave it as 
it was. 

"No, I can't do that. It wouldn't be right," Will told himself. With a sigh, he took a step 
towards the net and began to test whether the frame would take his weight. It creaked a little as 
he pushed on it with his foot, but it seemed to be firmly secured to the fungus. He got down on 
all fours and moved carefully over the netting. Cal was in one of the far corners. As the fiber 
strips shifted under Will's weight, he took it even more slowly. It was daunting because the frame 
projected so far out into the void. He tried to reassure himself that even if it did give way, then 
he'd simply drop down to the shelf below. That's if he was lucky. 

He edged closer to his brother's body. Cal was on his front — Will was so grateful that he 
was spared the sight of his face. The rope was still tied around the boy's waist, and Will took 
hold of it and reeled in the loose end. A quick inspection revealed that it had snapped clean 
through. To divert himself from the enormity of his brother's corpse being only centimeters 
away, Will began to piece together what must have happened. Cal's body had evidently been 
caught in the net and the rest of them, he, Chester and Elliott, had swung like a daisy chain onto 


the ledge below. Cal had acted like an anchor, and he might very well have saved their lives by 
preventing them from falling further. 

Will held the tattered end of the rope, at a total loss what to do next. With his head and one 
leg at awkward angles, his brother looked so small and broken. Will reached out and gingerly 
touched the skin of the boy's forearm with the tip of a single finger, then quickly withdrew his 
hand again. It felt cold and hard, and nothing like Cal. 

Will's head was filled with vivid flashes of so many moments, as if various scenes from a 
film had been randomly spliced together. He remembered Cal's laughter as they watched the 
Black Wind from his bedroom window. This was followed by a flood of other memories from 
the months they'd spent together in the Colony, including the moment right at the beginning when 
Cal had collected Will from the Hold to take him home and meet the family he never knew 
existed. 

"T've let them all down," Will said, in a tense, muted growl through his clenched teeth. 
"Uncle Tam, Granny Macaulay, even my real mother," he said, remembering how they'd had to 
leave Sarah, mortally wounded, in the windswept tunnel. "And now you, Cal," he said to the 
body, which swayed ever so slightly as a breeze came in small bursts. Will was so beside himself 
with grief that the tears gushed from his eyes in a torrent. 

"I'm sorry, Cal," he sobbed over and over again. He heard a low howl and, blinking away 
his tears, he peered down at the ledge below. Bartleby's eyes shone like two polished copper 
plates — they were fixed on Will . Will was not alone in mourning the boy's death. 

What do I do now? Will thought to himself, then asked the question out loud. 

"Tell me what I should do, Tam?" This time there was no response from his imagination, 
but Will knew instinctively what his uncle would have done in the same situation. And Will had 
to be practical, just like him, even if it was the last thing he felt like doing. "check if there's 
anything we need," Will mumbled, and without disturbing Cal's body he began to search it. He 
found the boy's penknife, a bag of peanuts and some spare luminescent orbs. In one of the 
pockets he discovered an unopened but misshapen bar of Caramac. It was clear from the way it 
had melted that the boy had been carrying it around with him for some time. 

"My favorite! Cal, you were holding out on me!" Will said, grinning through his grief. 

He tucked the bar away in his jacket pocket and, not wanting to turn the body over, he cut 
the strap to the water bladder that was over Cal's shoulder, and re-knotted it again so he would be 
able to carry it. Then he unbuckled the shoulder straps of Cal's rucksack and removed it. As he 
lifted it to one side, he noticed there were holes in it. Many small holes were punched into the 
canvas and, as he touched one of these, he realized with a start that his hands were covered in a 
sticky darkness. It was Cal's blood. He quickly rubbed them on his trousers. That did it — there 
was no way he was going to search the rest of the body. 

He remained with Cal for some time, simply staring at him. Every so often pieces of rock 
would come whistling down the middle of the Pore in a hail, or a sudden flurry of water in shape- 
shifting showers would flash past, sparkling like earthbound stars. Except for these occasional 
interruptions, all was so quiet and still there on the edge of the fungus. 

Then came a sodden thump from somewhere behind him on the shelf. The whole ledge 
seemed to flex and judder, and the net shook beneath him. "What the hell was that? A rock? Will 
exclaimed, looking nervously around. He quickly concluded that an object with some mass must 
have slammed into the surface of the fungus, the shock of the impact rippling through the whole 
shelf. It was enough to get him moving again — this was no place to hang about for long. There 
and then, he made up his mind what he should do next. He braced himself by grabbing hold of 
the netting with his hands, and he used his feet to maneuver Cal over to he very edge of the frame. 

Peering down into the Pore, Will shivered as he imagined himself falling into it. Then he 
glanced at Cal's body. "You never did like heights, did you?" he whispered. 

He took a deep breath and shouted, "Goodbye, Cal!" With a hard shove from both feet, he 
propelled his brother's body over the edge of the frame. He watched as it shot across into the 


Pore, hardly losing any height as it went. Like a burial in deep space, it was slowly rolling over 
and over in the low gravity, the rope trailing around it. It only began to tip downwards when it 
was some distance away. Then its trajectory dipped and it was falling and falling, and Will 
watched as it became a tiny dot, which was finally swallowed by the murky darkness below. 

"Goodbye, Cal," Will shouted once more, his voice also lost in the immensity of the Pore, 
with barely an echo from the other side. Bartleby wailed a high pitiful wail, as if he knew that his 
master was on his way to his final resting place. 

Filled with the bleakest feelings of despair and loss, Will turned and began to clamber over 
the net to return to the fungal ledge, tugging the rucksack behind him. All of a sudden he froze 
absolutely still. 

He closed his eyes, and pressed his hand to his forehead, as if he was experiencing a 
stabbing pain. But it wasn't that sort of pain. 

"No, shut up," he gasped. "Don't!" 

Something in his head was telling him that he should follow after his brother, telling him 
that he too should jump. At first he thought it was his intense guilt over Cal's untimely death — 
his guilt that he might have saved Cal if he had acted differently. It also occurred to him that he'd 
suddenly developed a fear of heights, just like Cal. But it quickly became apparent it was neither 
of those things. It was something else altogether. The voice in his head had become an impulse, 
which was so overpowering Will was barely able to resist it. 

AS if he was outside his own body and calmly looking on, Will had a vivid picture of 
himself carrying out the act. From this third person perspective, stripped of all feeling, of all 
emotion, chucking himself over the brink made such perfect sense. It would be the answer to 
everything, a clean end to so much unhappiness and uncertainty. Still frozen on the net, Will 
battled the impulse, frantically trying to oppose it. 

"Stop it, you idiot!" he pleaded through his tightly-drawn lips. He had no idea what was 
happening to him. As the contest raged inside his head, his whole body was shaking. The urge 
was assuming control of his limbs, making them move, and he was slowly but surely turning back 
towards the abyss. But Will still seemed to have some say in the matter and kept his hands 
clenched — they were grasping the net so hard they hurt, but at least they were anchoring him in 
place. At least he still seemed to be able to do something to stop this madness. 

"For God's sake!" he screamed at himself, shaking even more than ever. All of a sudden, he 
thought of Chester waiting for him below. Whether it was this or because he'd won the raging 
contest in his head, he found his limbs were under his control and responding to him again. He 
released his grip on the net and crawled back to the ledge in a frantic hurry, terrified that his 
victory was only temporary. 

He kept crawling for some distance before he allowed himself to get gingerly to his feet. He 
was drenched in a cold sweat, and very frightened indeed. He couldn't understand what had come 
over him — never before had he been subject to such an irrational impulse as that, an impulse to 
take his own life. 


Below, Chester had been mopping Elliott's face with one of his spare shirts. Then, as he 
moistened her lips with a little water, she mumbled something. He nearly dropped the canteen. 
Her eyes were half open and she was trying to speak. 

"Elliott," Chester said, taking hold of her hand. 

She was still attempting to say something, but her voice was so weak it was barely audible. 

"Don't try to talk. Everything's okay — you just need to rest," he said as reassuringly as he 
could, but she screwed her mouth up as if she was angry. "What is it?” he asked. 

Then her eyes slid shut as she lost consciousness again. 

Just then Will ambled through the curtain of falling water and into the cave. 


"Elliott woke up for a second... she said a few words," Chester told him. 

"That's good," Will replied listlessly. 

"Then she just blacked out again," Chester said. He noticed the change that had come over 
his friend. "Will, you don't look so good yourself. Was it awful... with Cal?" 

Will was moving as if he was absolutely drained and about to drop. 

"Elliott will be all right, Chester. She's tough," Will replied, sidestepping his friend's 
question. "We'll fix up her arm," he said, as he delved into Cal's rucksack. He lobbed the water 
bladder to Chester, followed by a packet of peanuts. "Better add these to our food stores," he 
said, then staggered over to the wall and slid down against it. 

Bartleby wandered in through the waterfall and glanced at each of the boys in turn with his 
morose eyes, as if to make sure neither of them was Cal. He shook the droplets of water from his 
sagging skin, then made straight for Will, curling up beside him with his huge head resting on his 
thigh. Will absently rubbed the cat's massive forehead — it was the first time that Chester had 
seen him show any real affection towards the animal. 

"You didn't answer me," Chester said. "About Cal?" 

"I saw to him," his friend replied inexpressively, before he closed his eyes with a long sigh, 
leaving Chester the only one awake. 


As he turned a corner and into a cavern, Drake held still as he spotted a single soldier. 

"Damn!" he mouthed, quietly pulling back into the tunnel again. 

From the grey-green uniform, Drake recognized that the soldier was Styx Division. It 
wasn't routine for these men to be deployed in the Deeps, their principal role being to patrol the 
borders of the Colony and keep an eye on the Eternal City. But in the past month, he told 
himself, nothing had been routine. Not only had trainloads of the fearsome Limiters pitched up at 
the Miners' Station, a couple of Division regiments had also been drafted in to support them. He'd 
never seen so much activity. 

Lowering himself to the ground, Drake nosed around the corner so he could take another 
look at the soldier. The man's back was to Drake, and he was resting his rifle stock on the 
ground. The soldier was hardly being vigilant, but it would still be too risky to tackle him. Drake 
grimaced. This was a real nuisance. It would cost him at least another hour if he was forced to 
turn back and take another lava tunnel to get to the Great Plain. 

Then an engine suddenly revved, filling the cavern with thunderous noise. Drake slid 
further around so he could see what was going on. One of the Coprolites' huge excavation 
machines sat beyond the soldier, smoke streaming from the multiple exhausts at the rear and 
forming a black pall in which Drake could just about make out some bulbous-looking forms. 
They were Coprolites. So the soldier was overseeing a mining operation. 

Drake knew it was crucial that he destroy the test cells in the Bunker before the Styx 
reached them, and as quickly as he could. He had no alternative but to deal with the soldier. 

He rose slowly to his feet and, staying close to the cavern wall, he crept towards the man. 
Helped by both the roaring engine and the fact that the soldier's attention was on a Coprolite 
emerging from the excavation machine, Drake was able to reach the man without detection. He 
dropped him with a single blow to the nape of the neck. Drake immediately swooped on the 
soldier's rifle. Pulling back the bolt to make sure it was loaded, he allowed himself a smile. He 
felt better now he had a proper weapon in his hands again, and didn't have to rely on his rather 
basic stove guns. 

As he slung the rifle over his shoulder, he turned to the four Coprolites standing in a group 
not far from where the Styx soldier had fallen. Just as he would have expected, they hadn't shown 
the smallest reaction to what he'd just done. They were completely motionless, with the 
exception of one who was bobbing his head in a slow rhythm, much like the bough of a tree 
caught in a breeze. It never failed to amaze Drake how passive and detached these gentle beings 
were. They were master miners, toiling to supply the Colony with coal, iron and other raw 
materials vital to it, and in return the Styx treated them like slaves, chucking the odd consignment 
of fruit and vegetables their way, and providing them with just enough luminescent orbs to stay 
alive. These orbs were slotted into place around the eye openings in their thick mushroom- 
colored dust suits, with the result that one could tell precisely where they were looking. And at 
that moment, it was anywhere but the unconscious Limiter, Drake, or the huge machine they had 
apparently been about to board. 

"Make yourselves scarce, guys," Drake yelled above the noise of the engine. "Go back to 
your settlement. The Styx will know that a renegade did this, so there won't be any reprisals 
against you," he said waving a hand towards the unconscious soldier. "Just go home!" 

Drake swung round to the steam-driven vehicle. It was a huge beast with a cylindrical hull 
constructed from thick sections of armored steel. Propelled by means of the three solid rollers 
underneath it, at the front end was a massive diamond-edged cutting wheel, some ten meters in 
diameter, which enabled it to slice a tunnel through the hardest of rocks. 


The rear hatch was open. As Drake considered it, an idea began to form in his head. He 
urgently needed to reach the center of the Bunker where he knew the test cells were situated, and 
that would take him quite some time on foot. 

"I wonder," he said out loud. Although he'd never piloted one of these vehicles before, he 
had been inside them several times and the controls didn't look too demanding. And this one was 
fired up and ready to go — the four-Coprolite team had clearly been about to leave when he'd 
clobbered their Styx overseer. 

He walked towards the hatch and, stepping inside, glanced around the interior. It was all 
made from bare, beaten metal, dark with grime except for the areas that were regularly used, 
which shone like burnished steel. His eyes settled on the steering levers and the various dials 
beyond them. 

"Worth a go," he said, and was about to close the hatch when a set of bulbous fingers 
gripped the edge. The hatch swung back. A Coprolite stood there, his eyebeams shining directly 
at Drake. 

"What!" Drake exclaimed. 

This was most unusual. Although the suited figure before him was rather sinister, with its 
enlarged limbs and glowing eyes, Drake didn't feel threatened. It didn't even enter his head that a 
Coprolite might be about to turn on him. He knew them better than that — they were incapable 
of hurting anybody. In any case, he'd done his very best to help them out over the years, passing 
them over any surplus luminescent orbs that came his way in exchange for food. Both he and the 
Coprolites knew that this was a token exchange because he really didn't need their food, while 
they most definitely needed the extra orbs. 

As the Coprolite stood there, his hand still gripping the hatch, another of the strange beings 
joined him, then the other two, so that the whole team was present. Like a group of automatons, 
they all began to advance at the same time. 

"What are you doing? It's not safe for you here!" Drake yelled, but drew to the side as they 
seemed intent on entering the vehicle. 

After the last Coprolite had closed and locked the rear hatch, Drake watched as they took up 
their positions. Two of them slid into the seats on either side of the hatch and strapped 
themselves in. The other two padded to the front of the vehicle, and one of them turned to Drake. 
He recognized it was the Coprolite who had been bobbing his head — he was a few centimeters 
taller than the others. "You shouldn't be here. It's too risky," Drake said, but the Coprolite placed 
his bulbous hand on the driving seat and spun it round, as if offering it to Drake. 

Drake shook his head. This was unprecedented. Apart from the fact that they always kept 
to themselves, maintaining an almost religious neutrality, they knew too well that the 
consequences of aiding and abetting a renegade would be certain death for themselves, and 
possibly retribution against their entire settlement. These four were endangering their womenfolk 
and their children. Yet they seemed to have wordlessly decided to help him! 

Shrugging, Drake went to the driving seat and eased himself into it as the larger Coprolite 
seated himself behind that appeared to be a navigator's console from the strange map spread open 
on a shelf before him, and the row of compasses arranged at head height. 

Drake hesitated as he regarded the array of controls, then pushed down the largest of the 
pedals by his feet. The engine revved, but nothing happened. The Coprolite by his side leaned 
over to push in and twist a rod on the dashboard, and the vehicle began to creep forwards. 

"Okay!" Drake shouted over the noise of the engine and depressed the accelerator a degree 
as he pulled down on the left steering lever. The vehicle began to turn ponderously. As the 
floodlights on the vehicle lit a stretch of cavern before him, he aimed at the lava tube which 
would take them out onto the Great Plain. He could barely see where he was going as he squinted 
through the several centimeters of pure crystal windscreen. This was made doubly difficult, not 
only because the windscreen was badly scratched and covered in dust, but also because his view 
was limited by the massive diamond wheel mounted on the front of the vehicle. Several times he 


scraped the vehicle against the side of the lava tube, throwing himself and the Coprolites around 
in their seats. 

Then as he cleared the lava tube and entered the Great Plain, he floored the accelerator. The 
vehicle lurched forward... he was surprised how fast it could traverse the moonscape-like terrain 
of the plain. Even over the din of the engine, Drake could hear the boulders splintering as the 
three rollers under the vehicle crushed them to powder. And from the waves of intense heat on 
the back of his neck, he knew that the two Coprolites at the rear of the vehicle were continually 
opening the doors of the firebox to feed it with fuel and to stoke it. 

After several kilometers, there was a sharp crack. Something had struck the crystal 
windscreen. Then he heard the sound again, but this time the outer hull was hit, making it ring 
like a dampened bell. Drake realized they were being shot at. 

In the headlamps, Drake caught sight of a Limiter, his high-power rifle raised. Drake 
laughed — it was rather like a mosquito trying to get the better of an elephant. He yanked down 
on one of the levers to alter course towards the Limiter, who loosed off another shot. Then he 
didn't look quite so confident, realizing the huge machine was bearing directly down on him and 
it was time to run. And run he did, frequently changing direction like a chased hare as he tried to 
escape. 

But Drake wasn't about to let him off that lightly. He'd mastered the steering levers and it 
was no effort to keep after the Limiter, who, growing ever more frantic, tripped and fell. Drake 
drove straight for him, but just at the last moment the Limiter rolled out of the vehicle's path. His 
rifle wasn't so fortunate and was squashed flat against the bedrock. 

"Your lucky day, matey!" Drake yelled, speeding away from the Limiter as he heaved on a 
steering lever to get back on course for the Bunker. 

Two kilometers further on, Drake caught his first glimpse of the Bunker wall, and very soon 
it was all he could see through the windscreen — a thick grey ribbon stretching across the plain. 
He eased off the throttle, drawing up just before the wall. Uncertain what he should do next, he 
glanced at the Coprolite beside him. The man leant over and pushed home another rod. The 
whole vehicle shook as the cutting wheel mounted on its front began to slowly rotate. 

The vibrations grew and grew, so much so that Drake's vision became blurred. As the wheel 
reached its maximum revolutions, the Coprolite pointed at the accelerator. Drake gently 
depressed it and the vehicle edged forward. The wheel touched the concrete wall, its diamond- 
tipped teeth beginning to bite into it and spewing out huge torrents of dust. Drake watched in 
fascination as the wheel sliced through the wall like a hot knife through butter. Once the teeth 
encountered the iron reinforcement inside the concrete, the incredible power of the wheel was 
fully revealed — massive chunks of the wall were simply ripped out. 

It took five minutes to penetrate the outer wall of the Bunker, and then the cutting wheel 
made short work of the internal partitions, slicing through them as if they were made from paper. 
When he thought he was far enough in, Drake steered the vehicle into a corridor and powered 
down. He unstrapped himself and went to the rear hatch. As he opened it, he was able to survey 
the full extent of the devastation the vehicle had left in its wake. The columns supporting the 
ceiling had been demolished, and great slabs of concrete had fallen in. At least there was no easy 
way for the Styx to follow after him. He turned to the Coprolites. 

"I don't know how to thank you," he said. 

One of them by the firebox nodded at him. Drake couldn't suppress a chuckle. For a 
Coprolite that was talkative. He saluted them and then disembarked. 

It didn't take him long to locate the corridor of test cells which Cal and Elliott had first 
stumbled across. The bright lights made him blink. In complete contrast to the rest of the 
Bunker, which had fallen into disrepair after decades of disuse, the room was clean and startlingly 
white. As he walked though the central area, some twenty by ten meters in size, he could see that 
along both sides were rows of doors. A quick glance through the glass inspection windows in 
these revealed there wasn't anyone left alive in the cells. Putrefying corpses lay in pools of their 


own fluid. Drake shook his head. The Styx had certainly found what they'd been looking for — 
if these poor guinea pigs were anything to go by, the Dominion virus was lethal and a very real 
threat to the Topsoil population. 

The thought occurred to Drake that he could try it extract a viable specimen of the virus 
from one of the corpses — armed with this, it would be possible to prepare a vaccine, and the 
Styx plot would be thwarted. But each of the cell doors were sealed around their edges by thick 
welds and, short of blowing one of them open, he couldn't see how else he could gain entry. And 
if he was to attempt this, apart from the fact he himself would be infected, he would be 
responsible for releasing the virus into the atmosphere. Then there was the risk that the air 
currents might carry it Topsoil. He shook his head, hastily abandoning the idea, and instead 
investigated the laboratory equipment on a bench against the far wall of the room. There wasn't 
anything there that resembled viral samples. 

"No time," Drake said to himself, mindful that the Styx might be along at any moment. He 
used all the explosives in his satchel, planting charges at the base of each of the cell doors. He 
wasn't going to take any chances — the heat of the ensuing firestorm would kill any remaining 
virus and sterilize the area, quite apart from the fact that the cells would be buried under 
thousands of tons of concrete and rock. 

He set the fuses and ran for it. He was well away from the area when the charges went off, 
but it was still enough to suck the breath from his lungs and knock him off his feet. He didn't care 
— he was just relieved that he'd achieved his objective. Assuming Sarah Jerome had taken care 
of the only other source of Dominion when, as her dying act, she'd swept the Rebecca twins over 
with her into the Pore, then the threat was now neutralized. Neutralized, that was, until the Styx 
could locate further lethal viral strains in the Eternal City, or develop an alternative in their 
underground laboratories. 


Drake crossed the Plain on foot, taking just under two days to reach the Miners’ Station, 
where he stowed away in one of the empty trucks halfway down the train. He didn't have long to 
wait before it left — a few soldiers from the Division boarded the guard's car and it heaved out of 
the station. He was ready with the Limiter rifle if any of them decided to carry out a snap 
inspection of the rest of the train, but they never came. That was unusually sloppy of them. 

And when the train drew into the Colony station, Drake couldn't believe his luck. As he 
clambered out of the mammoth truck and dropped by the trackside, he was stunned that the portal 
was completely unattended. So it was child's play to get into the streets of the Colony, but once 
there he found that a thick black smoke permeated the air. As he entered the huge expanse of the 
South Cavern, he was met by a strange sight. Broad columns of smoke rose up right in the 
middle of it, glowing with a fiery redness which illuminated the rock canopy high above. 

"The Rookeries," Drake said to himself. It was clear that something earth-shattering was 
taking place, and he had to see it for himself. He stole closer to the area until he was at the 
outskirts. Here he saw legions of soldiers from the Styx Division brandishing burning torches. 
He saw figures frantically trying to fight their way out of the Rookeries and through the solid 
cordon of soldiers, and the screams as they were slaughtered. Again and again the desperate 
occupants of the Rookeries, their clothes burning and their faces blackened with smoke, 
attempted to get through. But each time one broke from an alleyway, they were brutally cut down 
by the soldiers, who were wielding their scythes like the farmers of old harvesting corn. 

Other Styx in their long black coats and white collars strode imperiously behind the lines of 
soldiers, shouting orders. The systematic destruction of the Rookeries was in progress — for 
centuries the Styx had allowed the rebels and malcontents of the Colony's population to persist in 
their self-contained ghetto, but now the decision had evidently been taken to eradicate this 
‘underbelly’. Drake watched as a four-story building collapsed in on itself, and in the avalanche 


of old masonry he glimpsed human forms... and, worst of all, children... their small limbs waving 
helplessly as they were crushed by the cascades of limestone blocks. 

There, hidden in the shadows, this toughest of men who had survived years of hardship, both 
at the hands of the Styx and in the Deeps, broke down and wept. The inhumanity of what he was 
witnessing was almost too much for him to bear. And there was absolutely nothing he could do, 
just one man against so many Styx, to stop the atrocity. 


x x x x x 


With the radio blaring out a Turkish station and the air conditioning filling the interior with 
scorching heat, the minicab rocketed through the streets. As if the driver knew the 
synchronization of every set of traffic lights, time and time again he managed to squeeze through 
on the amber or just as they'd turned red. And he didn't seem to notice the numerous speed 
bumps in the roads, with the result that Mrs. Burrows was bounced in her seat as surely as if she 
was on a runaway camel. 

A heavy rain was falling but she wound the window all the way down, and leant her head 
against the door pillar so that it caught the rushing air. As she relished the breeze and the 
raindrops on her face, she let her unfocused gaze skin over the shiny-wet pavement. She lost 
herself in the random lines and patches of light reflected in them from the shop fronts, not really 
thinking about anything in particular, but feeling a sense of liberation after her time in Humphrey 
House. 

She looked up, seeing where they were with some surprise. "Highfield?" 

"Yes, the roads, they are clear tonight," the driver commented. 

"I used to live here," she replied, as they sped past the turn off which would have taken her 
to Broadlands Avenue. 

"Used to?" the driver inquired. "No more home?" 

"No," she said. 

She'd sold the house at the peak of the market, and it had provided her with a tidy sum to 
live on. Although she no longer owned the property, she felt an unexpected tug to see it, to go 
back and look at the old place for one last time. Even though that chapter in her life had ended, 
there was so much left unresolved. "No more home," Mrs. Burrows whispered, telling herself 
that it wasn't the time to indulge herself with a visit. She had more pressing matters to attend to. 

As they drove down High Street, there were the shops she knew so well. She saw the dry 
cleaner's, and the newsagent's where they had got their papers. Then she spotted that the window 
of Clarke's had been boarded up, as if it was no longer in business. The old-fashioned fruit and 
veg shop had been a firm favorite of Rebecca's, something Mrs. Burrows always thought rather 
odd when there was a perfectly good supermarket that would do home deliveries. Finally, they 
passed the museum where her husband had worked, but Mrs. Burrows looked in the opposite 
direction. For her it was a place of failure, a monument to her stifled expectations. 

Then they left Highfield and very soon had reached the junction with the North Circular 
road. A battered white car with the stereo at an impossible volume drew up beside them as they 
stopped for the lights. It was crammed full of passengers, and through one of the open windows a 
young girl fixed Mrs. Burrows with an insolent stare. Probably only two or three years older than 
Rebecca, the girl looked tired with dark smudges under her eyes, and her shoulder-length hair was 
limp, as if badly in need of a wash. Her cold eyes were still fixed aggressively on Mrs. Burrows 
as she spat out a piece of chewing gum, which hit the door of the minicab. 

"What you do, dirty pig!" the driver exclaimed loudly, flicking his hand at the girl. He 
revved the engine furiously. "I wouldn't let my little girl be doing thing like that." 

The girl was still trying unsuccessfully to stare Mrs. Burrows down. "No, I wouldn't either. 
I always know exactly where my daughter is — at home, safe and sound," she declared. 


"Me, took, but these people have no respect," the driver said, leaning forward over his 
steering wheel to glare at the other car. "No respect," he repeated, as he floored the accelerator 
and cut up the white car, sounding his horn as he did so. 


x x x x xX 


Forty minutes later, they had crossed the river and were several blocks from the council 
estate where three massive tower blocks dominated the landscape. Mrs. Burrows thought she 
could see which of the three Auntie Jean's flat was in, but every road they went down only 
seemed to take them further away from it. The drive had given up using his A to Z, and was 
relying entirely on Mrs. Burrows to remember the way. 

"This looks vaguely familiar," she said. 

"South London. It all looks the same," the driver chuckled, shaking his head dismissively. 
"You can keep it." 

"Wait a minute — I remember this — take a left here," Mrs. Burrows instructed him. "Yes, 
I'm pretty certain this is it," she said as she spotted the tower block was indeed Mandela Heights. 
Then they turned down a cul-de-sac, and the minicab squealed to a halt. 

"We are here," he announced. 

Mrs. Burrows got out of the minicab and collected her bags from the boot. Then she gave 
the driver a hugely over-generous tip. 

"God bless you and all of your family," he called after her as she lugged her bags into the 
entrance. She looked at the bank of buttons for the flats, most of them vandalized, but then saw 
that the main doors were open anyway. She went straight in, and found, miracle upon miracle, 
that the lift was working, but no less smelly than she remembered it to be. It shuddered up to the 
thirteenth floor and the doors scraped back. 

"For God's sake!" Mrs. Burrows grumbled as she stepped over a pool of vomit directly 
outside the lift. 

She pressed the doorbell and waited. Then she tried again, ringing for longer this time. 
After a while there was a scuffling sound from behind the door and Mrs. Burrows noticed that 
someone was looking at her through the spyhole. 

"Open up, will you, Jean!" Mrs. Burrows said to the spyhole. Still the door remained shut, 
so Mrs. Burrows simply left her finger on the button. It took several minutes of this before her 
sister finally wrenched the door open. 

"Who the 'ell do you think you are?" she shouted, huffing furiously, the ever-present 
cigarette tucked in the corner of her mouth. She was wearing her old coat, and her grey hair was 
sticking up on one side as if she'd slept on it. 

"Hello, Jean," Mrs. Burrows said. 

Auntie Jean squinted at her, then shuffled a step back, as if this was the only way she could 
focus on the person standing there. "Celia! It's you!" she shouted, her mouth gaping so wide the 
cigarettes spiraled from her lips and struck the bald carpet with a tiny display of red sparks. 

"Well, can I come in, then?" 

"Course, course you can." Her sister first had to extinguish the cigarette end, which was 
burning a hole in her carpet. "'Ow d'you know I'd be in, anyway?" 

"When do you ever go out, Jean?" Mrs. Burrows said as she picked up her bags. The 
hallway was cluttered with piles of discarded newspapers, as it always was, and the air smelt sour. 

"You shoulda rung first, just in case," her sister said, then hacked loudly. 

"I did. You hung up on me." 

Auntie Jean seemed not to have heard this. "Fancy a cuppa?" she offered as hey went into 
the kitchen. "Thought you were in that Herbert House place, with all them doctors? They let you 
out, then?" 


"I decided it was time to leave," Mrs. Burrows said as she surveyed the appalling state of the 
kitchen. In the same breath, she asked, "I really thought Rebecca would've had this place spick 
and span by now. Where is she, anyway? In her room?" 

Auntie Jean turned and blinked at her. "No," she said, only it sounded more like a 
combination of 'No' and a surprised 'Oh'. 

"What?" 

"She's gone." 

"What do you mean she's gone? " Mrs. Burrows' face blanched. She took a sudden step 
towards her sister, knocking a polished wooden bowl of half-rotted bananas and an overflowing 
ashtray from the table. 

"Took herself off yonks ago. Packed her bags and walked out, she did" Auntie Jean 
couldn't look her sister in the face, as if she knew she had done something wrong. "I'm sorry, 
Celia, but I want nothing more to do with 'er. Little guttersnipe ruined all me fags and poured 
me—" 

"But, Jean!" Mrs. Burrows grabbed her sister and shook her. "You were meant to be 
looking after her for me. For Christ's sake, she's only twelve years old! When and where did she 
go?" 

Auntie Jean was slow in answering. "I told you — it was yonks ago. And I dunno where 
she went. I left a message with the woman from social services ‘bout it, but she never called me 
back." 

Mrs. Burrows released her sister, and yanked one of the chairs from under the table, 
knocking more items to the floor. She sat down heavily, her mouth open, forming words but not 
actually saying anything. 

Leaning against the sink, Auntie Jean was waving her hands and burbling on when she 
stopped and said, "Then Will came by with his cousin." 

Mrs. Burrows turned her head slowly towards her sister. "I'm sorry, did you just say Will? 
My son, Will? " 

"Yes, 'e came by with 'is cousin. And they brought that lovely big pussy cat, Bartleby, with 
'em—" 

"But Will's been missing for six months. You know that. There's a nationwide investigation 
going on for him, and his friend Chester." 

"Can't tell you 'bout no Chester, but all I can say is Will was 'ere about tow months ago. "E 
wasn't well when 'e got 'ere, but that Cal — what a lovely boy — 'e nursed Will back to 'ealth. 
And Bartleby! Ain't never laid eyes on a big cat like that before, 'cept down the zoo." 

"Big cat?" Mrs. Burrows said, without any emphasis. "Big cat?" She selected one of the 
many empty vodka bottles from the table and took it in her hand. She didn't speak for a while, 
simply staring at the silver and red label. In the silence, all that could be heard in the small room 
was a rattle then a low hum as the fridge's cooling system started up. 

"It's funny but our Bessie's been 'aving bother with 'er eldest, too. "E 'ad a bit of a episode 
and..." Auntie Jean tailed off, realizing that her effort to divert Mrs. Burrows from the matter 
with family gossip wasn't going to cut it. 

Her eyes still locked on the silver and red label, Mrs. Burrows gave a small shake of her 
head, but remained silent. Auntie Jean grew increasingly agitated, until she suddenly blurted out, 
"Celia, speak to me. "Ow d'you expect me to know 'e was still missing? Why ain't you saying 
nothing?" 

Mrs. Burrows carefully replaced the empty bottle, sliding it back from the edge of the table, 
as if it was a valuable ornament. She took in a deep breath and let it out slowly, then she raised 
her eyes to her sister. 

"Because, Jean, right now I don't know whether I should call the police or... or whether I 
need to get you put away somewhere because you have so obviously lost the plot. Or maybe 
both." 


Following the frantic messages Mrs. Burrows left at Highfield police station, someone 
finally managed to track down DI Blakemore. He rang back and Mrs. Burrows had a lengthy 
conversation with him, explaining what she'd just learnt. In thirty minutes flat he turned up with a 
second DI from the local police station, and a team of forensic officers. 

"Looks like someone's already started to strip this place apart," were his first words as he 
entered the hallway and surveyed the scattered letters and newspapers on the carpet. 

"Oh, bloody brilliant," one of the forensic officers behind him muttered resentfully. "We've 
got a hoarder type here, lads," he said to his colleagues. "Better call your wives and tell them 
you're going to be working late." 

In seconds, the police were searching everywhere, and Mrs. Burrows and her sister were 
carted off to the local station, where they were interviewed separately and both had to give 
statements. 

It wasn't until late Sunday morning that they were brought back to the flat in a squad car. 
Quite a few of Auntie Jean's possessions had been bagged up and removed. The flat, although 
still in a state of disarray, actually looked considerably tidier than it had done before the forensic 
team had begun to search it. At least the policemen had organized all the old newspapers and 
letters into piles, and taken away the bin bags in the kitchen to check through their contents. 
Fingerprint powder had been left on most of the surfaces throughout the flat, although one would 
be hard pushed to tell it from the dust that had been there before. 

The two sisters, not bothering to remove their coats, flopped in the armchairs in the sitting 
room. They both looked exhausted. 

"I'm dying for a gasper," Auntie Jean announced, and finding a packet close by, pulled out a 
cigarette and lit it. "Ah, that's better," she said after a couple of heavy puffs. With the cigarette 
clenched between her lips, she cast about until she found the TV remote. "Ere you go," she said 
as she handed it to Mrs. Burrows, who took it automatically from her. "Watch whatever you 
like." 

Mrs. Burrows' finger twitched over the buttons, but she didn't press any of them. "Now I've 
lost not only my husband, but both my children. And the police think I'm responsible. They 
think I've done it." 

Auntie Jean stuck out her chin as a cloud of smoke all but hid her face. "They can't think—" 

"Oh, they do all right, Jean," Mrs. Burrows interrupted her loudly. "They asked me for a full 
confession. One of them even used the words 'spill the beans’. They've got some looney-tunes 
theory that my 'accomplices' kidnapped Will, but he came here after he managed to slip away 
from them. And don't ask me what they think I've done with Roger and Rebecca, or Chester. I 
reckon they've got me down as Highfield's first serial killer!" 

Auntie Jean tried to grunt with indignation, but it triggered a rather unpleasant hacking 
cough. 

"Are you certain Will didn't mention anything at all about where he'd been?" Mrs. Burrows 
quizzed her after she'd managed to stop coughing. 

"No, not a dicky bird. But wherever it was, I 'ad the feeling 'e was going back there," Auntie 
Jean said. "And 'e was taking the little lad, 'is cousin Cal, wiv 'im." 

"I told you — there is no one on Roger's side of the family called Cal." 

Auntie Jean blinked wearily. "Whatever you say," she mumbled. "I remember Cal didn't 
like it 'ere much — 'e really wanted to get down south again." 

"Down south?" Mrs. Burrows repeated thoughtfully. "And you said this younger boy was 
the spitting image of Will?" 

Auntie Jean nodded. "Peas in a pod." 


Mrs. Burrows stared at the blank television screen as her mind swam with various 
explanations. "So, if the mystery woman who turned up at Humphrey House was Will's real 
mother, what if this other boy was his brother? " she posed. 

Auntie Jean raised her eyebrow. "'Is brother?" 

"Yes, why not?" Mrs. Burrows replied. "It's not out of the question. And you said Will was 


furious with Rebecca?" 
"Oh, yes," Auntie Jean said, ejecting a spout of smoke. It was like 'e ‘ated her, yet was a bit 


frightened of 'er too." 

Mrs. Burrows shook her head with a mystified expression. "I've got to get to the bottom of 
all this. It's like when I miss the beginning of a film, and I have to try to work out what's already 
happened." 

Auntie Jean mumbled something about needing a drink, then yawned loudly. 

"And to work out this particular story, I need to go back to where it all started," Mrs. 
Burrows announced as she rose to her feet. She contemplated the TV remote in her hand. "And I 
certainly won't be needing this," she said as she chucked it into her sister's lap, then hurried from 


the room. 
"Suit yerself," Auntie Jean grumbled, lighting another cigarette from the one that she hadn't 


even finished yet. 


4 


"A horse misused on the road," the old Styx said, as he bent over to examine the broad track 
of the Coprolites' excavator had left on the ground. He followed the track with his eyes to the 
almost perfectly circular opening cut into the otherwise unbroken stretch of the Bunker wall. He 
stepped over the pieces of concrete scattered across the ground until he was close enough to touch 
the inside of the newly-hewn passage with his gloved hand. Taking it away, he rubbed the dust 
between his fingertips. 

A shadow glided from within the passage. 

"The Coprolites would never do this of their own accord," the old Styx declared. "Would 
they, Cox?" 

"Not in a million years," the hunched-over form agreed as it slipped a little unwillingly into 
the pool of light cast by the old Styx's lantern. 

A Limiter marched purposefully down the passage. He drew to a halt and stood rigidly at 
attention. 

"What's the position?” the old Styx asked him, switching to the nasal Styx language. 

"A large explosion had caused a major collapse of the roof over the cells and surrounding 
corridors. It could take several weeks to excavate them. But... 

"But what!" the old Styx barked impatiently. 

The Limiter continued, now speaking even more rapidly. "The explosion originated by the 
test cells, so it's highly likely that the temperatures reached will have denatured any remaining 
Dominion germules," he reported. 

The old Styx took a long breath, drawing it in through his tight mouth. "Then it's a waste of 
time. We won't find any Dominion virus there. Just leave it," he ordered. 

Not able to understand the exchange but sensitive to the old Styx's reaction, Cox's pupil-less 
eyes rolled under the greasy hem of his hood. "Bad news?" he asked. 

The old Styx took another breath and reverted to English again. "Yes. And I think we both 
know who did this." 

"Drake," Cox answered. "'E needs to be taken care of, once and for all." 

"You don't say," the old Styx growled. 


x x x x x 


"We should have a last look round," Will suggested, as they lingered outside the cave. 
"Make sure we haven't missed anything." 

"Sure," Chester said. Raising Elliott's rifle, he put his eye to the scope and scanned across 
the fungal shelf. At least I can see now," he added, delighted that he had something to match 
Will's headset and wasn't reliant on the orbs and their limited illumination. 

They both went their separate ways onto the outcrop, searching for any more of their 
belongings that might have been scattered across it when they fell. As he stepped over the 
springy surface, Will noticed that the cat was constantly by his side. With Cal gone, Bartleby 
seemed to have transferred his allegiance to him, and he felt unexpectedly comforted by his 
constant presence. 

"Found another rifle over here!" Chester reported to Will. 

"Cool," Will shouted back as he watched his friend tugging something from the fungus. 

Then after a moment, Chester added, "The sight's broken, but otherwise it looks okay." 

Will continued to search around, gathering up an empty water bottle, a length of rope and a 
luminescent orb that took a little digging out. Then he glanced over to see where Chester had got 
to. He was on the far side of the ledge, doing strange bunny hops as he tried out the effects of the 
reduced gravity. It was a ridiculous sight as he sprang up and down. 


"Hey, space cadet"! Will shouted a little testily. "I think we're all done here!" 

"Yeah!" Chester called back, and then came hurtling over to him. Aided by his 
weightlessness, Chester half flew, half ran, covering the distance with all the grace of an 
uncoordinated ostrich. Laughing, he came to a skidding halt after one last immense leap. "This is 
so cool. You're absolutely right — it feels like we could actually be on the surface of the moon!" 

"More like the planet Zog," Will suggested. 

"But just think about it, Will. It's as if we've got extra powers, like we're superheroes or 
something. We can jump over buildings and all that stuff." 

"Sure, if there were any," Will muttered, rolling his eyes at his friend as they ambled back to 
the cave. 

Taking the greatest care, Will used a length of the rope he'd found to bind Elliott's arm 
across her chess, securing it the best he could. She didn't stir or make any sort of sound during 
the process. 

"That should do it," he said. "Now let's pack everything up and get out of here." He was 
tying the flap on a side pocket of his rucksack when Chester spoke up. 

"Will," he said, " was sorting through Elliott's stuff and there are loads of charges and stove 
guns in there." 

"Yes. So?" Will replied, not sure where Chester was going with this. 

"Well, it got me thinking... are there any of those fireworks left?" 

"The Roman candles?" 

"No, the rockets." 

Will nodded. "Yes, two. Why?" he asked. 

"I was just wondering... if we let them off, somebody at the top of the Pore might see them 
and send help down." 

Will considered this fora moment. "I suppose it wouldn't do any harm to try. I don't know 
if they'll be any good — the damp might have got to them." He delved around in the bottom of 
his rucksack and pulled out the pair of rocket, then sniffed at them. "They seem to be okay," he 
said. "I just hope the sticks are in one piece." He fished them out, only to find that one of them 
had been broken at the end and was a little short. "That's a shame," he tutted, but nonetheless 
slotted both of them into the bodies of the rockets. 

As he and Chester walked together towards the edge of the shelf, Will experienced a 
resurgence of the irrational urge he'd had before when he'd been driven to throw himself into the 
Pore. He slowed to a crawl. Much as he wanted to tell Chester about what he was feeling, he 
decided that he didn't want to worry him needlessly. Besides, his friend would just think he was 
losing his marbles, which Will thought might actually be the case. He wanted more than anything 
else to turn around and head back to the cave. Instead he dropped to his knees and began to 
crawl. It made him feel a little more secure and in control, as if the urge would have a harder job 
to get him right to the brink and make him leap headlong from it. 

"What are you doing down there?" Chester asked, as he noticed his friend on the ground. 

"You should watch it — there are really strong winds by the edge," Will lied. "Wouldn't 
stay up there if I were you." 

Chester looked around, not feeling anything more than the occasional light breeze, and 
shrugged. "Okay, if you say so," he replied, and also got down onto his hands and knees. 

As soon as they'd cleared the overhang of the ledge above, Will suggested they stop. It was 
as close as he wanted to get to the void. Using his penknife, he punctured the skin of the fungus 
twice. "We haven't got any milk bottles, so this will just have to do," he said. He stuck the 
rockets into the holes he'd made, ramming the sticks right in so that both of them were standing 
vertically. 

"Make sure you get the angles right," Chester advised. 

"Thank you, professor Hawking," Will replied in a good-natured way. He made some final 
adjustments to the rocket with the shorter stick, which looked a little lacking as it stood next to 


the other one. Satisfying himself that both were aiming up into the middle of the Pore, he went to 
light the shorter of the two, spinning the little wheel on the lighter. 

"T minus five," he announced in an American accent. 

"Imagine if someone spots them, and they come down to get us," Chester said, his voice 
brimming with optimism. 

Will switched back to his normal voice. "Um, Chester, two things about that. The first is 
that we probably fell miles, so even if they did happen to see the rockets, they'd have to climb 
down a bloody long way to reach us," he said, glancing at the gargantuan hole before them before 
resuming his efforts with the lighter. "The second is that we might get more than we've bargained 
for. It might be the Styx who notice them." 

Chester moved closer to Will as if he was going to stop him from lighting the rocket. "Well, 
in that case, maybe we shouldn't—" 

"But, I want to see just how far these things go," Will said, with school-boyish enthusiasm. 

"Yeah, what the hell, let's just go for it," Chester agreed. 

"Not sure this is going to work, anyway," Will informed Chester as the blue touchpaper 
refused to light. "Ah, I've got it," he announced as the flame finally took. 

He and Chester crawled back from the rocket, watching in expectation. 

With a whoosh, the rocket blasted off, but before it had gone any distance it veered sharply 
towards the side of the Pore. The shelf over their heads made it impossible for them to see how 
far ithad gone. There was a bang, then the vaguest suggestion of a red glow around the Pore. 

"Useless!" Will exclaimed. "I hope we do better with this one." 

He managed to light it almost straight away, and it shot up into the darkness, climbing 
higher and higher so that the boys had to crane their heads back to follow its progress. 

It was just like watching a rocket soar into the night sky on the Earth's surface. It had gone 
many hundreds of meters when it went off with a thunderclap bang, and livid colors cut into the 
pitch black. Red, white and blue starbursts appeared one after the other, affording the boys brief 
glimpses of the sides of the Pore way up above, the stark flashes of light revealing what could 
have been many more fungal outcrops projecting from its walls. As the veil of darkness returned 
to swamp everything, the echoes from the explosion ebbed for several seconds, then all the boys 
could hear was the occasional howl of the wind and the soft pattering of water again. 

Will flipped down the lens on his headset and turned to Chester. The boy looked crestfallen, 
as if the bright moment of excitement had brought home how incredibly far down in the Earth 
they were, and just how serious their situation was. Will patted him on the shoulder. "Come on, 
you never know... somebody up there might have seen it." 


x x x x x 


Alerted by the first rocket, the Rebecca twins were slowly making their way to the edge of 
the small fungal shelf on which they'd landed. Dressed identically in the dun-colored camouflage 
jackets of the Limiters, the only thing to differentiate them was that one was hobbling and being 
helped along by the other as they went. 

"Fireworks?" the lame twin said, and they both came to a stop on the lip of the ledge. They 
peered up into the darkness, trying to see more. A minute later the second rocket exploded not far 
above their heads. 

"Yes, fireworks," the lame twin concluded. For a few moments they both listened, staring 
up into the Pore for any further activity. There was nothing. "There's only one person stupid 
enough to do that." 

"Yes, th ubtle... really th ubtle," the other twin agreed. "Our dear brother has th ent uth an 
invitation, and he'll live to regret it." 

They laughed, but then the lame twin swung round to her sister, all trace of merriment 
vanishing from her face. 


"You sound bloody ridiculous! What's wrong with you?" she said, without a trace of 
sympathy in her voice. "You're lisping." 

Her sister immediately touched her mouth. "Think I've broken th ome teeth." 

"Take your hand away and let me see," the lame sister ordered, shining the lantern into her 
sister's face. "Yes, your upper incisors have snapped off," she observed impassively. 

Her sister ran a finger over the two stumps. "I must've knocked them on the way down,” she 
said in annoyance. "I'll get them th een to when we're Topsoil again." 

"Tf," the lame twin said poignantly. "And what's up with your arm?" 

"I think it's been pulled out of its th ocket. You need to fix it." 

"No problem. Let me get this out of the way first," she said. She took the scythe from her 
sister, who was holding it in the arm that hung limply by her side. For a moment the lame twin 
contemplated the evil-looking weapon; some fifteen centimeters in length, its highly polished 
surface was slick with fungus oil, so that the light reflecting from it had a grayish hue. Quite 
unexpectedly, she put the blade to her lips and kissed it. 

"You little darling," she said affectionately, showing her gratitude to the weapon, which was 
the only reason she and her sister weren't still plummeting down the Pore. The lisping twin had 
managed to lash out with it as they had been falling. Although they had been going so fast the 
scythe had sliced clean through the fungus, it had been enough to deflect their course towards the 
outcrop below. 

The quick-thinking maneuver had saved them, but it was not without its cost — the lisping 
girl's arm had had to bear not just her weight but her sister's too, so the force on it had been 
considerable. 

But the lame twin's show of affection was short lived. "Yuck! That's revolting!" she cried, 
spitting because she'd got fungus juice on her lips. She reversed her grip on the scythe and then 
threw it with a deft flick of her wrist. Ten or so meters away a small clump of fruiting bodies 
sprouted from the floor of the fungal shelf. The scythe turned end over end once during its flight, 
then sank deep into the ball on the end of the stalk. It was probably no coincidence that the ball 
was roughly the same height as Will's face would have been if he'd been standing there. 

"Good th ot," the lisping twin congratulated her sister as the fruiting body rocked backwards 
and forwards from the impact. "But there's no if about it. We are going to find a way out of this 
plath e," she added. 

"I know that," the lame twin said. "Now, for God's sake try to stop lisping, and let me see 
your arm." She helped her sister from her long coat, then gently probed her shoulder. "Yes, it's 
out of the socket all right. You know what happens now." She handed the Styx lantern to her 
sister, who tucked it tight under her armpit. Then the lame twin stepped to her side, and 
positioned her hands so that she had a firm grip on the upper part of the dislocated arm, on the 
humerus. She took a breath. "Ready?" 

"Yeth." The lisping twin shook her head, and frowned in concentration. "Sorry, I meant to 
say yes." 

With a swift motion, the lame twin slammed the arm down against the girl's body. The 
humerus pivoted over the cylindrical lantern, and the arm went back into the socket again with a 
small cracking sound, as if a twig had been snapped. Despite the immense pain this must have 
caused, the girl didn't as much as whimper. 

"Done," the lame twin said. "It should be okay now." 

"Want me to take a look at your leg?" the lisping twin offered, wiping the beads of sweat 
from her forehead. 

"No, it's just a str—" She stopped in mid-sentence as she caught sight of something in the 
darkness high above them. She jerked her head towards it. "Look!" 

The lisping twin swept her lustrous black hair from her face, and screwed up her eyes. 

"Yes, I've got it. A light." 

"It can't be the remains from that rocket. It could be—" 


"A luminescent orb—" 

"Or maybe... a lantern... one of our lanterns?" 

Unspeaking, they both focused as gravity brought the point of light towards them. When it 
was roughly level, they saw that indeed it was a light, and that there was a man attached to it. 

Neither twin needed to consult the other; they were both thinking precisely the same thing as 
they barked orders in unison, in their nasal Styx language. 

Although he was some way away from them, the Limiter heard them. He heard them loud 
and clear, just as he'd understood when the older Styx had commanded him to jump to his death. 
And, in freefall a little way above him, a second Limiter also heard the orders from the twins. 
Unfortunately the third Limiter, the senior officer, had taken his life with his scythe several 
kilometers above. The two surviving Limiters had been contemplating the same course of action, 
there being no reason for them to go on living. But now they had a new directive, and a very real 
reason to stay alive. With the skill of a pair of skydivers, they angled their arms and legs to guide 
themselves towards the fungal outcrop below the twins' vantage point. 

The lisping twin smiled at her sister. "Fortune favorth the righteouth," she said. 

"It does, indeed it does," the lame twin said, touching the phial of Dominion virus around 
her neck. The lisping twin also put her hand to her phial, but this one was different — it 
contained the vaccine for the virus. 

There was no need for any further communication between the Rebecca twins; they spun on 
their heels at precisely the same moment and headed to the rear of the fungus shelf. They both 
wore the same grins. Now that they had the two soldiers at their disposal, they knew that their 
chances of finding a way out of the Pore with their deadly cargo had increased considerably. 
Things were looking up. 


5 


At that early hour there was very little traffic in the Hampstead streets as Drake drove past 
St. Edmund's Hospital and up Rosslyn Hill. He swung the Range Rover into Pilgrim's Lane, 
racing down its full length until he reached the end and slowed to a crawl. He parked next to a 
strip of the Heath known as Preacher's Hill, where the long grass and few trees were rimed with 
frost, making them appear as though they had been dusted with icing sugar. 

He reached for the ignition key to turn off the engine, but stopped as a report came on the 
radio about the Ultra Bug. The presenter was talking about how the missed working days had 
cost the economy many millions of pounds. 

"Hah! They're always worried about the money!" Drake said scornfully, his eyes closing as 
he leant back against the headrest. "They just don't get it." He yawned. He hadn't slept properly 
for days, snatching the odd hour in the car when he'd had the chance, and it was catching up with 
him. He allowed his head to slide over until it touched the window, and all at once he fell into a 
half sleep. 

Drake was suddenly brought back to wakefulness as a mobile phone began to vibrate in the 
bag on the passenger seat beside him. Drenched in a cold sweat, it took him a few moments to 
work out where he was. The car engine was still running, and as he listened he realized he'd 
missed the rest of the Ultra Bug report. 

"Get your act together," he growled, furious with himself. He was still swearing as he 
checked the phones inside the bag until he found the one that was ringing. He grabbed it out and 
answered it, turning the ignition off with the other hand to silence the radio. 

"Hello," he said, rubbing his face roughly to get himself fully awake. 

A woman spoke, although she didn't identify herself. "Hello?" 

"Yes," Drake said. 

"I'm calling on behalf—" 

"No names," Drake interrupted sharply. "I know who you are. Why isn't he calling me 
himself?" 

The voice was sad, hollow. "He's... he's unavailable." 

"Oh dear God," Drake exclaimed, knowing exactly what those words really meant. His 
contact was either dead or missing. So far, not a single person he'd got in touch with from his old 
cell was still active. His network had been dismantled. 

The woman's voice became harder and more emphatic. "And don't go to the Hill Station." 

"Why?" Drake asked, clenching the phone so hard the plastic casing creaked. 

"It's offline," she said, then hung up. 

Drake looked at the phone for several moments, at the small bars on the display that 
fluctuated with the strength of the signal. Then he flipped the phone over and removed the back, 
sliding out the SIM card. As he got out of the car, he dropped the card onto the pavement and 
ground the heel of his boot into it. He scanned the road and the area of open parkland as he went 
to the tailgate and opened it. From a holdall he took out a handgun, quickly tucking it into the 
back of his trousers. Then he locked the car and strode across to Preacher's Hill. As he made his 
way up the slope, keeping behind the few straggly bushes, his boots left prints in the frosty grass. 

Once on higher ground, he paused to survey the area again, his eyes finally settling on his 
destination. The Hill Station, as it had been known to the members of his network, was a large 
Edwardian house at the end of a row of similar properties. Drake left the grassy slope and 
returned to the road. Although he'd just received an unequivocal message from the caller, he had 
to see it for himself. But he had to be careful — they might be watching. So he walked straight 
past the house, apparently giving it only a casual glance. It was sufficient for him to take in the 
barricade across the entrance to the drive, and the sign that read Keep Out — Structure Unsafe, 
and to see that all the ground-floor windows had been boarded up. He continued along the street 


for several houses, then glanced at his wristwatch as if he was late for something, and doubled 
back. 

As he reached the entrance to the driveway, he effortlessly vaulted the red-and-white-striped 
barrier. He kept close to an overgrown box hedge along the side of the gravel drive, making for 
the side of the house. As he came to the entrance to the basement, he saw there was no longer a 
door there — just a charred frame. He opened his greatcoat and took out his handgun. 

He stepped cautiously through the doorway, covering all the angles with the gun. All that 
remained in the basement were the metal skeletons of computers that had been on them. 
Everything else was reduced to ash. The walls were blackened from smoke, and the ceiling had 
burnt through. The whole area looked as if it had been engulfed by some sort of localized 
firestorm. 

He knew it was a waste of time to check if any of the equipment or records had survived. 
He backed out of the basement and returned to the car. 

The Styx had been characteristically thorough; while he had been in the Deeps the whole 
network had been taken apart. Drake felt a crushing sense of helplessness. The only course open 
to him now was to try to get in touch with one of the other cells that operated independently 
across the country, the risk being that he might prejudice them in the process. 

But he was desperate. 

"Wales it is," he said wearily, and started the engine. 


x x x xX x 


"I can take her if you want," Chester offered as Will went to lift Elliott. 

Will shook his head. "Doesn't make much difference, does it? It's not as if she weighs 
anything down here." 

Chester swung the three rucksacks over his shoulders. Back on the surface carrying such a 
burden would have been unthinkable, but now, as he jumped up and down several times, he was 
hardly aware they were there. He stooped to pick up his rifle between his thumb and forefinger, 
and held it out at arm's length. "Yeah, isn't that amazing. It's as light as a pencil. You're right — 
nothing weighs very much down here!' 

With no idea where they were going, except that the cave seemed to penetrate further into 
the wall of the Pore, they began to follow it. 

Even after several kilometers, they found they were still walking on the springy surface of 
the fungus, which coated every inch of the tunnel around them. 

Then they turned a corner and were confronted by a vertical wall of fungus. "Dead end... to 
mushroom in here," Chester joked. 

"Very funny. It's not a dead end, anyway," Will muttered, pointing at the opening above 
their heads. "Dim your light for a second," he said as he put Elliott down. He flicked the lens 
over his eye to investigate. "Looks like it goes some way," he informed Chester, "but I can't see 
what's at the top." 

"Well, that's it, then," Chester replied, disheartened. 

"You're forgetting something." Will took a short run up and leapt straight up the wall. He 
took off, disappearing from sight. Bartleby wasn't going to be left behind by his new master and 
sprang after him. 

"Oh, great, just leave me here by myself," Chester muttered, peering around the pitch black. 
He clicked his lantern up and began to whistle to comfort himself. After a while there was still no 
sign of Will, and he became anxious. "Hey," he yelled. "What's up there? Don't leave me alone 
down here!" 

Will floated back down and landed lightly beside Chester. "There are several openings we 
can try. Let's go!" 

"So now we can fly," Chester said. "All in a day's work, I suppose." 


They encountered more of these vertical seams, and despite the fungal growth that obscured 
nearly everything, Will began to recognize that there was a pattern to them. They seemed to be 
arranged in a series of concentric circles radiating out from around the Pore. He pictured it as the 
geological equivalent of a pebble dropped into a pool of water, the ripples spreading out from it, 
and wondered if rapid cooling of the bedrock had given rise to the circular fractures. 

"So the Earth isn't solid at all," Will had said to Chester as they were walking. "It's more 
like one ginormous Swiss cheese — full of holes." 

"Do you have to talk about food?" was Chester's rejoinder. 

But Will was beginning to suspect that there might be, in fact, a great deal more of these 
seams hidden from sight, and that over the centuries they had been invaded by the rapacious 
growth of the fungus. It filled him with a sense of wonder that the fungus was probably one huge 
organism, stretching for hundreds of kilometers, both in a sheath inside the Pore and also through 
the surrounding rock. 

"Do you know, we could actually be inside the biggest plant in the world," he mused on 
another occasion, but Chester gave no response. 

They eventually came to a place where the tunnel before them split into three. They stopped 
to decide which fork to take. 

"Well, we're really spoilt for choice this time," Will was saying. 

His friend hummed in agreement. 

"Look, Chester, quite honestly I don't care which way we go," Will said. "Makes no odds to 
me — there's nothing much between them, is there?" He scrutinized the tunnels again — they 
were all of a similar dimension and each of them appeared to continue horizontally, although who 
knew what lay just around the corner. The boys had already been forced to turn back several 
times, when the way had become impassable die to excessive fungal growth, or because it 
pinched down to crawlways too narrow for even the most determined ant to get through. 

"I picked last time. It's your turn," Chester threw back at him. 

"Actually, no, you didn't. Bartleby chose the last one," Will reminded him. 

"Well, let him do it again," Chester suggested. 

They both turned to regard Bartleby, whose head was high in the air as he sniffed, his tail 
swishing briskly. 

"Go on, Bart, take your pick," Will urged him. 

"Bart? " Chester asked. "Where did that come from?" 

"Cal," Will said quietly. 

"Oh, right, yes." Chester stole a glance at Will, wondering how he was dealing with his 
brother's death. But Will seemed to be entirely focused on moving through the network of 
tunnels, as if he had some sort of plan in mind. If he was as concerned about their current 
predicament as Chester was, it certainly didn't show. At least they knew that there had been 
people down here from the discovery of the nets on the fungal outcrop, even if they weren't still 
alive. But apart from this, there was no getting away from the fact that he and Will were just 
wandering aimlessly along. However, Chester wasn't about to tackle his friend about it because 
they had to do something. 

"If you can't make your mind up, I'll decide which way," Will said to the cat, who seemed to 
be in ho hurry as he continued to sample the air. Then Bartleby scampered into one of the 
tunnels. He had gone a little way down it when he came to a sudden halt. Following close behind 
him, the boys pulled up just as smartly. 

"Jesus!" Will gasped as the odor of decay hit him. "Something big died in here!" 

And Chester noticed the sound his boots were making as he stepped across the tunnel. 
"There's gooey stuff on the floor. It looks pretty rank." 


"Over here," Will whispered, as he caught sight of a number of structures along the wall. 

There were four wooden benches in a row against the side of the tunnel. Resembling 
something one might find in a butcher's shop, they were sturdily built, their legs and tops made of 
thick pieces of timber. This impression was further enhanced by the fact that they were 
bloodstained and covered with what seemed to be scraps of old, dried meat, in some places 
several centimeters deep. A huge hatchet was buried in the top of one of the benches, as if its 
owner had swung it down hard, and was expecting to come back and use it again. 

"Oh, no!" Chester swallowed as soon as he laid eyes on the hatchet. He gave a horror- 
stricken glance. 

Will's first thought was that they could have stumbled upon a tribe of subterranean 
cannibals, although he wasn't about to share this with his already-petrified friend. As he took a 
step back from the benches, he lost his footing in the debris covering the floor. He landed on his 
knees, just managing to keep a grip on Elliott. It gave him an opportunity to see more closely 
what they had been treading in. 

It appeared to be a mass of hacked-off body parts, but there was nothing Will could 
immediately identify. "Bits of animals?" he said, as he noticed a huge compound eye, and the 
sections of shiny-black articulated legs covered in bristles almost the width of his little finger. 
"No, insects... giant insects?" he croaked in disbelief. The largest intact body part he could see 
consisted of ten or so glossy-black insectoid segments, all with legs sprouting from both sides. It 
could have come from some colossal centipede, but as each individual segment was half a meter 
long, he wondered how big the whole creature had been. 

"We are getting out of this, right now," Chester said, in no uncertain terms, as he helped 
Will to his feet. "And as far away as we bloody can." 

They raced back to the intersection again. 

Chester was pointing down one of the other tunnels when a piercing screech made them leap 
out of their skins. "What the hell was that?" he whispered in the ensuing silence. 

All three of them, the boys and the cat, immediately looked up, noticing for the first time 
that there was a wide fissure right above their heads. The screeches began again, sounding like 
fingernails being dragged down a very long chalkboard. Apart from the fact that the boys had no 
idea what was making them, the sounds themselves were painful, tearing at their nerves. Then 
the echoes of the screeches died away. 

In the lull, Chester spoke very quietly. "That's not rocks cracking or something like that, is 
it?" 

Will didn't answer immediately, observing how agitated Bartleby had become. 

The nerve-jarring calls came again, louder than before. 

"No," Will whispered, "it's not geological. Maybe it's got something to do with all those bits 
of insects." He immediately spoke again, with urgency. "Chester, get the rifle ready. And the 
stove guns." He began to take Elliott into the left-hand tunnel ahead of them. Bartleby was 
slouched low to the ground and so close to Will's feet that he nearly tripped him up. 

As he trod backwards from the intersection, Chester was fumbling with the rifle, trying to 
work the bolt. He finally managed to cock it, ramming a round into the chamber. Still walking 
backwards, he undid the flap on the pad on his hip, in which there were two stove guns. 

The next second took them all by surprise. 

The first Will know about it, there was the sound of a rope whipping through the air. The 
world turned upside down as he was whisked off his feet. He held onto Elliott, desperately trying 
not to drop her. He cried out to Chester as something closed around him from all sides. He 
caught a glimpse of what it was — a net similar to those he'd seen on the edge of the fungal 
outcrop. He'd been trapped in a net. 

Bartleby hissed and bucked as he was bundled against Will. Still shouting, Will found the 
more he struggled, the tighter the net became, until he was hardly capable of any movement at all. 
Over the sound of his own cries and the creaking of the net, he was certain he caught a metallic 


noise, as if empty tin cans were being rattled against one another. With Elliott's shoulder pushed 
hard in his face and Bartleby writhing against his legs, he was in no position to tell if Chester had 
been responsible for this noise. He tried to see where his friend was and whether he'd been 
caught in another trap, but the net was spinning him around so quickly everything was a blur. 

The moment Chester registered that Will was in trouble his first impulse had been to go over 
to help him. But he could tell Will was very much alive from his shouts and he was more 
concerned by what was happening in the fissure in the tunnel roof. Rocks and soil were falling 
from it, as if they were being dislodged, as if something was coming. And the screeches were 
even louder and more numerous than before. He dropped his rucksacks from his shoulders, took 
a few more paces back towards Will, then trained the rifle on the opening in the roof. 

It was fortunate he did. 

Through the rifle scope, he saw something drop from the fissure. It fell without any noise 
whatsoever, like a shadow flits across a wall. He quickly sighted on where he thought it had 
landed. 

"What the...!" Chester spluttered as he tried to deal with what he was seeing. 

It was approximately three meters across, with more legs than Chester could take in at first 
glance. These leathery legs extended from the thick circular disk of its body. On the area of the 
body facing him were three patches which sparkled as if they were studded with cat's eyes. But 
the most striking aspect was a long stalk which protruded from above its 'eyes', with a glowing tip 
of muted yellow light. 

As he watched, the creature seemed to sink lower to the ground, the glowing appendage 
bobbing gently. Then it slowly began to rise on its multiple legs. 

Chester gripped the rifle in his hands. He couldn't abide anything that crawled at the best of 
times, but this monstrosity was like a physical manifestation of his worst childhood nightmares. 
He shuddered as wave upon wave of revulsion swept through him. You're dead meat," he 
growled. "I hate—" His words froze on his lips as the creature suddenly dropped its body to the 
ground — as a prelude, Chester thought, to launching itself at him. 

Nothing on earth was going to stop him from pulling the trigger. 

"BLOODY SPIDER!" Chester screamed, firing into the circular body. The single shot tore 
straight through the creature, cleaving it in two. 

He watched as the halves toppled to the left and right, the legs going into a mad paroxysm of 
movement. With all the adrenaline coursing through his veins, Chester gave a hysterical laugh 
which sounded nothing like him. 

Then there were no more screeching calls, just Will's shouts from the net. 

Chester had straightened up when another of the creatures landed with a soft flopping noise, 
precisely where the first had been. His instincts taking over again, Chester cocked the rifle, then 
pulled the trigger. 

He was met with a sound that made his heart stop. 

There was a hollow click as the round failed to go off. He desperately tried to work the bolt 
again but he couldn't shift it — it seemed to be jammed. The beast was slowly rising up on its 
segmented legs. Knowing it was a waste of time, Chester tried to fire the rifle again. Another dry 
click. 

In sheer desperation Chester did all he could in the situation. He slung the rifle at the beast 
with all his might. The beast raised a foreleg and fended it off with a single deft flick. Chester 
glimpsed the rifle spinning away and heard a dull thud as it came to rest on the fungus-coated 
floor out of sight. 

Then it was just the creature and him. Chester's stricken gaze locked onto its eyes, 
malevolent crystal spheres that glittered under the beam of his lantern like large droplets of water. 
There was the faintest hiss as it opened its mouth, revealing a row of vicious white fangs, each as 
thick as his thumb. 


"Oh no!" he gulped, falling onto his back as he struggled to get a stove gun out of the pad on 
his hip. He was still watching the creature as he managed to prize one out, but dropped the 
second in the process. He cursed as he tried to recall what Drake had taught him about using 
these weapons. "Hold it in the palm,” Chester said to himself, first making sure he had it the right 
way around. He was just curling a finger around the firing lever when the creature made its 
move. 

"As the creature launched itself at him, Chester hooked the lever right back and released the 
firing mechanism. The stove gun bucked in his hand, the blast catching the monster in mid air. 
Chester would have been hard pushed to miss, as it was barely more than a couple of meters away 
from him. At such close range, its body was blown to smithereens, splattering Chester with 
blood. 

"God almighty," Chester croaked, wiping his face and staring at the pieces of the dead 
creature scattered all over him. A couple of the limbs lay across him — and they were still 
moving. They looked like the spindly legs of a giant plucked chicken, but covered in dark 
bristles. Chester thought he was going to be sick as he pushed them off. Then he back-pedaled 
himself along the ground, trying to get away from the scene of carnage. 

By this stage he was babbling incoherently to himself, and in no shape to respond to Will's 
muffled, frantic calls. It was almost too much for him to handle; he was fast approaching the 
point at which all he wanted to do was to curl up with his arms over his head, and shut it all out. 
The only thing that kept him there and in the present was the thought that he had to rescue Will 
and Elliott from the trap. 

Then he heard another plopping sound. 

"NO! NOT MORE!" he yelled. He didn't need to look to know what was waiting for him. 
In an instant he was scrabbling around on the ground in a mad effort to locate the second stove 
gun. But with all the fragments of body there and the unevenness of the fungal floor, he couldn't 
find it anywhere. 

He forced himself to look. The body of the creature was quivering slightly as it bobbed on 
its legs. It's about to attack, Chester told himself. 

Then it leapt, coming straight at him. 

There was a hiss as something fiery struck the creature. With amazing speed, the whole 
creature was consumed by flames. It was thrashing about, screeching at an intolerable pitch. 

Not knowing for the life of him what had happened, Chester got to his feet. He was 
staggering over to where Will and the others were caught in the net as yet another of the monsters 
appeared. The air seemed to sizzle as a second fiery projectile speared through it. It passed so 
close to Chester's head, he thought it was meant for him and threw himself to the ground. But in 
the next moment he saw that the spider had been hit and was instantly engulfed by fire, falling 
beside the twitching remains of the first one. 

Chester was so completely transfixed by the sight of the two burning, crackling animals that 
he couldn't move. 

A shadowy form stepped through the smoke. 

"Styx?" Chester said simply, staring up at the figure before him. It was aiming what 
appeared to be a crossbow of some description, with another flaming bolt already in place. But 
this time, it was pointed straight at Chester. 

The figure moved towards him. 

"But... but you're a mere boy," came a woman's amazed but gruff voice. She was wearing a 
long tattered coat, with a scarf of lighter material covering the lower half of her face. 

"Are you a Styx?" Chester got out. 

"What a dreadful thing to say," came the sharp response. 

With a high laugh, the woman unwound the scarf. She blew out the burning tip of the bolt 
and lowered the crossbow to her side. 


Chester took in her wavy red hair and her full, generous face. It was a kindly face, her 
cheeks crinkled into a smile. Chester couldn’t tell how old she was, but put her somewhere in her 
forties. Apart from her clothes, she could have easily passed for one of his mother's friends, who 
would occasionally give her a lift home after the various evening classes she attended. 

"You're lucky it was my day to check the traps, or you'd be spider-monkey fodder by now," 
the woman said, extending a hand to Chester. "Up you get, love." 

"You're not Styx, then?" he asked hesitantly, looking into her eyes. 

Will's mumbled cries came as she answered, "No, not Styx. Besides, I'm not the one who 
was trying to blat spider-monkeys with a Limiter rifle." Her voice was a little croaky, as if it 
wasn't used very often. 

"It isn't mine... I mean..." he stuttered as he tried to explain. 

"Don't worry, dearie, I can see you're not a White Neck." She gazed back into his eyes. 
"Ah, you don't know how good that is," she said. 

"What is?" he asked, taking hold of her hand and allowing her to help him up. 

"To lay eyes on another person!" she replied, as if the answer to her question was obvious. 
She was still clasping his hand when Will shouted again. 

"Er... my friends need help," Chester reminded her, tugging his hand away. 

As Chester continued to stare at her in dumb amazement, the woman slung the crossbow 
over her shoulder. Taking some sprigs of what appeared to be dried plants from the thick belt 
around her ample waist, she lobbed them on top of the heap of burning creatures. An intense but 
not unpleasant smell instantly permeated the air. "That'll stop any more of these beggars 
coming," she informed Chester, as she bustled over to the tunnel where the net hung. Releasing a 
rope somewhere in the darkness, she lowered the twitching bundle of Will, Elliott and the cat 
gently to the floor. 

"Don't you worry — we'll have you out of there in two shakes," she said, pulling at the top 
of the net to loosen a tie. 

Bartleby was the first to emerge, growling and baring his teeth at the woman. 

"A Hunter," she said, dropping the net and clapping her hands together in delight. "Well, I 
never thought I'd see a Hunter again!" 

Bartleby decided she was no risk and slunk past her, giving her a curious sniff on the way. 
He was much more interested in the spider-monkeys, as the woman had referred to them, circling 
cautiously around their remains. 

With no help from the woman, Will had extricated himself from the net. He scrambled to 
his feet, then rubbed his thigh. "Stupid cat bit me! Chester, what happ—" He stopped short as 
his eyes alighted on the woman. "Who the hell are you?" 

"Martha," she answered. "But people call me Ma." 

"Martha?" Will said, shaking his head in disbelief. "Ma?" 

"Yes, Ma. That's what they used to call me," she said, as she studied Will. "Well, look at 
you. White hair and those lovely pale eyes. No question you were born under grass." 

"What does that mean?" Chester asked, mystified. 

"It means that I was born in the Colony," Will told him. "You know — under the grass — 
in the Earth." 

"Oh, right, I get it," Chester said. 

Martha had noticed Elliott's unmoving form in the net. "There's another of you! What's up 
with him?" she asked, her brow crinkling with concern. "I do hope he didn't get hurt by my 
deadfall." 

Will snapped out of his bewilderment, and immediately bent to unravel the coarse netting 
from around Elliott. Then he lifted her out. 

"Why, it's a young woman!" Martha exclaimed, as she saw Elliott's face. "What's wrong 
with her?" 


"Well, er, Mrs. er, Ma... Martha," Will began, launching into an explanation of how they had 
been hunted by the Limiters and then blasted into the Pore by their artillery. 

Her arms crossed, she listened intently to him for a minute, and then raised one of her small 
hands to silence him. 

"I'm sorry, dearie, I have to tell you I'm not taking any of this in," she admitted, shaking her 
head. "Do you know when I last heard another voice?" She abruptly uncrossed her arms and, 
slipping her hand inside her coat, scratched vigorously at an armpit in a most unladylike manner. 

"A very long time ago?" Will said, watching askance as she finished scratching herself, then 
put her fingers into her mouth and sucked them. 

"You got that right, dearie," she said. "You had all better come with me, but I've got to 
collect all this food. Looks like we're going to need every last bit. More mouths to feed now." 

Will and Chester exchanged glances as she unhitched a sack from her belt, muttering 
something about not having any time to trim the meat off. 

"So are these yours?" Will asked, pointing in the direction of the gruesome benches. 

But the woman didn't answer him, instead inclining her head and beaming affectionately at 
Chester. "You're a big, strapping lad. You remind me ever so much of my son." She sighed 
deeply. "Would you mind holding this open for me, luvvy?" she asked as she passed Chester the 
sack. Then she set about gathering up all the pieces of smoldering spider-monkey and putting 
them into the sack. 

Chester mouthed ‘food?’ at Will, holding the sack at arm's length and curling his lip as if he 
was going to be sick. 

But Will didn't respond, his mounting curiosity evident as he ran his eyes over what was left 
of the creatures. 

"It's odd. They seem to be insects or... or maybe arachnoid, but are those shiny white 
objects teeth? " 

"Yes, their fangs," the old woman replied as she continued to toddle about the place, picking 
up the grisly remains. "Along with that light they have on a stalk, they use them as lures for 
catching their prey." 

"Fascinating," Will muttered as without any hesitation he stuck his head right over the sack 
that his friend was finding so repugnant. 

"Here we go again," Chester grumbled to himself. 
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"The detail is in the dust... the detail is in the dust." Dr. Burrows was repeating over and 
over to himself as he knelt before a half-buried human skeleton. 

He was peeling back the fungus and scooping the silt away to reveal more of the bones, but 
stopped as he heard a distant and very faint thud. He had no idea what could have caused it, but 
he got to his feet and shouted "Hello! Hello! Anyone there?" at the top of his lungs. Although 
he had traveled many kilometers, he'd made sure that it was always downwards so he remained 
close to the Pore. The last thing he wanted to do was to lose his bearings. 

Then he'd struck gold. He'd spotted the skeleton and begun to excavate it. 

Now, as he listened out for any further sounds, all was silent and he told himself he must 
have imagined the sound. Shrugging, he went back to his discovery. As he tugged more of the 
fungus away and blew the fine silt from around the old bones, his face lit up. "What've we got 
here?" he said as he came across an object in the skeleton's hand. Carefully, by moving aside the 
phalanges — the small bones that had once formed fingers — he lifted the object out. It was a 
piece of pottery not unlike a genie's lantern, with a spout and a lid that seemed to be stuck in 
place. He picked at the end of the spout with his grimy fingernail. "The wick would have been 
here," he said aloud. "So you Phoenicians, or whoever you were, you used oil lamps as your light 
source." 

Putting the lamp carefully to one side, he set about clearing more of the loose soil away, his 
hands shaking with anticipation, and hunger. In the glow of his luminescent orb, Dr. Burrows cut 
a rather sad figure as he hunched over the skeleton, whistling weakly to himself. His glasses were 
a little lopsided — they'd been knocked about during the fall down the Pore — and the parts of 
his face not covered by his patchy growth of beard were grazed and bruised. His shirt was ripped 
down the back, and one of its arms was almost torn off and hanging by a few threads. And 
although he'd always been of slight build, he'd lost more weight and was beginning to resemble 
the skeleton he was working on. 

"Bingo!" he exclaimed as he came across what appeared to be a wooden box. He yanked it 
out of the dirt rather too enthusiastically and it fell apart. But in amongst the remains of the box 
were a Series of small and flat stone tablets the size of playing cards, with rounded edges. 

"Slate, and obviously worked," he observed, rubbing the uppermost tablet on his shirt to 
clean it. Then he began to examine it closely, finding there were some tiny letters carved into it, 
letters that he recognized. They were identical to the characters he'd come across in the Deeps, 
characters which, using his Burrows Stone, as he'd christened it, he'd been able to translate. 
Despite the fact that he'd lost his journal as he tumbled into the Pore, he reckoned he could 
remember just enough to give him a rudimentary understanding of what was on the tablets. 

But, concentrate as he might, the tiny letters seemed to dance before his eyes and it took him 
an age to identify even a few words. He removed his glasses to give them a wipe, careful not to 
dislodge the lenses from the twisted frame. But it didn't seem to help him see any better, and he 
gave up after a while. "What's wrong with me?" he was grumbling as he inspected the other 
tablets, discovering there were miniscule diagrams on them in addition to the writing. 

"Directions... could these be... directions?" he said, turning them this way and that. "Oh, I 
don't know," he exhaled, frustrated in his efforts to make any sense of them. He wrapped the 
tablets in a handkerchief and put them carefully in his pocket, then resumed his excavation of the 
skeleton. Other than a pair of very rotten leather sandals, there wasn't anything else of note. 

Getting up, he continued on his way again. As his feet stumbled over alternating stretches 
of fungus, bare rock and drifts of fine silt, he wondered if there were any other artifacts down 
there — perhaps he would find something that would tie into the map on the tablets, if indeed it 
was a map of this place. As he kept his eyes open for any landmarks, he realized that the fungus 
might be obscuring them. Depending on how much it had grown over the intervening millennia, 


it might be concealing all manner of things. And he wondered if perhaps the poor soul whose 
skeleton he'd found was there because he or she landed at the wrong level in the Pore, and 
become lost. If that was the case, then Dr. Burrows was also in the wrong place, and so the map 
would be useless. 

He pulled up sharply as he remembered his own experience of tumbling down the Pore, and 
the complete and absolute terror as the darkness had opened before him and seemed to go on 
forever until he'd belly-flopped onto a fungal outcrop. He hadn't been badly injured, but the worst 
thing was that he was so ill prepared for any further exploration; his rucksack with all his food 
and water, his equipment and the journals he'd labored on for so long had all been left behind. 

He began to totter along the tunnel again, his stomach rumbling piteously. If it wasn't for 
the lower gravity, he knew he might not have sufficient strength left even to propel himself along. 
He'd been drinking from streams flowing down the tunnel walls, but he needed to eat something, 
and soon. 

Coming upon a large fissure, he looked down into it with a feeling of dread. "Always 
down... always down," he reminded himself, holding the luminescent orb before him in an 
attempt to see how deep it was. Having traveled this far into the Earth, he was damned if he was 
going to give up now. He was determined to search for more evidence of the ancient race, and if 
the skeleton was anything to go by, he might not be that far from what he sought. He did wonder 
at times if he'd eventually find a whole heap of skeletons, the final resting place of the misguided 
souls who perished in their pursuit of the 'Garden of the Second Sun’ he'd learnt about in their 
crumbling temple. 

"Here's to a soft landing," he said, preparing himself to jump. He girded himself, then leapt 
into the center of the fissure, glimpsing tendrils of fungus on the walls and the different layers of 
rock on the way down. He landed with a splash in a small pool of water, bending his knees to 
absorb the impact and rolling onto his side. 

"Made it," he said, although he didn't sound particularly relieved. 

Now sopping wet, he pulled himself to his feet. It was then that he was beset by a wave of 
dizziness, and fell back to the ground again, unconscious. 


x xX x x x 


"Dad! Dad! Dr. Burrows heard as someone dragged him from the pool. Whoever it was 
propped his head up and was making sure his glasses were seated properly. 

He opened his eyes and an image came into focus, then became hazy again. 

"Rebecca," he whispered feebly. "Dreaming... must be dreaming." 

"No, you're not, Dad. It's me." 

He forced his eyes to open fully, making the greatest effort to look at the person before him. 

"I must be delirious." 

"No, you're not. It's me," the Rebecca twin said again. She squeezed his hand hard. "There, 
see, I'm real." 

"Rebecca? What... what are you doing here?" he said, still not believing his eyes. 

"I heard you shouting," she replied. 

Then Dr. Burrows took in what she was wearing. "Limiter... Styx clothes?" He rubbed his 
forehead in confusion. 

"Yes, Dad, I am a Styx," she said without hesitation. "And you look like you could do with 
something to eat." She clicked her fingers and Dr. Burrows saw a figure step from the shadows. 

"A soldier?" Dr. Burrows croaked. 

The man's hollow-cheeked face was emotionless as his piercing eyes met those of the 
befuddled Dr. Burrows. 

The Limiter passed something to Rebecca. 


"Here, have some of this meat. You don't want to know where it came from, but at least it 
tastes reasonable when it's cooked," she said, tearing a piece off and stuffing it into Dr. Burrows' 
mouth. 

He chewed on it gratefully, studying the Rebecca twin and the Limiter as he did so." 

The food was doing the trick, and he perked up immediately. "How did you—?" 

"More?" she asked, shoving another chunk of the spider-monkey flesh into his mouth before 
he could respond. 

"I don't understand what you're doing here. You should be at home," he reprimanded her, 
although it lost most of its effect because his mouth was full. "Does your mother know where 
you are?" he demanded. 

The twin couldn’t suppress a giggle. 


x x x x x 


Mrs. Burrows was sitting behind a microphone, into which she'd been talking. Bright lights 
were shining in her eyes and their heat was making her perspire. She never imagined it would be 
like this, her first time ever on the small screen. She was realizing a lifelong wish — she was 
actually appearing on television! But what was more important to her was that her case was 
finally receiving the attention it deserved. 

The public appeal for information on her missing family was the last item on the police 
program, and she was in a large studio with people with clipboards and wearing earpieces, all 
buzzing around chaotically as if none of them really knew where they were meant to be. Mrs. 
Burrows had spotted that a number of policemen on the 'Highfield Family Case', as it was being 
called, were mulling around in the wings. When she met their eyes, they all gave her shifty looks. 
It was clear to her she was still the prime suspect in the case, although there wasn't a shred of 
evidence against her. But if they didn't believe what she had told them, then why were they 
allowing her to make this public appeal, she asked herself. Were they hoping she'd be lulled into 
a false sense of security and give something away? She couldn't understand why they would go 
to these lengths. 

Concentrate, she told herself as she read the final paragraph of the statement the police 
psychologist had helped her to draft. 

"... because somebody must know where they've gone or what's happened to them,” Mrs. 
Burrows said, letting out a tremulous breath. She stared into the camera lens, as if too upset to go 
on. "So please, if you know anything, anything at all, you must contact the police. I just want my 
family back." 

The red light on top of the camera went out, and another one blinked on as DI Blakemore 
took over. He was wearing his best suit, and he'd had a new haircut specially for the occasion. 
And as he spoke earnestly to the camera, he raised a single eyebrow as if he thought he was James 
Bond. Mrs. Burrows had never seen him do it before. "We are now treating the circumstances 
surrounding the disappearances of Dr. Roger Burrows and Will and Rebecca, and Will's school 
friend Chester Rawls, as being highly suspicious." 

Mrs. Burrows watched a TV monitor at the side of the camera which showed what was 
actually being broadcast as DI Blakemore continued to speak. Various photographs she'd 
provided of her family were flashing up, followed by a recent school picture of Chester in his 
Highfield High School uniform. Then DI Blakemore was on the screen again. Before he spoke, 
he paused dramatically, the eyebrow creeping even higher up his forehead as if it might detach 
itself altogether. "This is an enhanced still taken from CCTV footage." A grainy black-and-white 
image came on the screen. "It shows a woman we'd like to talk to in relation to the case. She's 
about five foot eight tall, of slim build, and possibly has dyed-brown hair, although her natural 
color may be blonde or even white. She's in her early to mid thirties, and may still be in the 
London area. And here's an artist's impression to give a clearer idea of what she might look like." 


Another picture came up on the monitor. "If you have any information in relation to her present 
whereabouts, the incident room number is..." 

Mrs. Burrows stopped listening as, through the glare of the studio lights, she spotted 
Chester's parents at the edge of the sound stage. Mr. Rawls was supporting Mrs. Rawls — they 
looked as though she was crying and couldn't stand by herself. 


xX xX % x xX 


Mrs. Burrows said goodbye to DI Blakemore and the other officers. She was walking 
towards Mr. and Mrs. Rawls, when Mr. Rawls, his arm still around his wife's shoulders, simply 
turned and glared at her, shaking his head. Mrs. Burrows stopped in her tracks. She'd bumped 
into him once or twice in the Highfield police station, but he had been very stony faced and 
uncommunicative with her on each occasion. One of the officers on the case had later informed 
her that Chester's parents, on learning she had been zonked out on sleeping pills the evening both 
boys were discovered missing, were furious. They blamed her for not keeping an eye on the two 
boys. Mrs. Burrows didn't accept she was at fault — Will had always gone off to do his own 
thing. At least is was digging, and not causing trouble down the High Street with the other kids. 

But now she felt quite shaken by Mr. Rawls' reaction. By the side of the stage, she spotted a 
water cooler and went to get herself a drink. As she sipped the water, she heard voices coming 
from behind a rack of equipment. 

"So you think she did it, then?" a voice asked. 

"Sure. She's as guilty as sin," another voice with a Scottish accent replied. "Nine times out 
of ten, somebody in the family is the killer — you know that. How many sob stories from 
distraught relatives have we had here in the studio and, Bob's your auntie, a month later they're 
banged up inside?" 

"Yeah, that's true." 

Did you take a good look at her? That Burrows woman is a bitter old no-mark and no 
question. She's so typical of suburbia — full of repressed rage and fed up to the back teeth with 
her pointless, phony life. Probably had a little something on the side, and her husband found out, 
so the topped him. And her kids knew too much, so she did them in too while she was about it. 
Her son's best mate, Charley or whatever he was called, well — the poor little sod — he got 
himself caught up in it, too." 

Mrs. Burrows edged around the equipment so she could see who was talking. One, a squat, 
portly man with a shaved head and a full beard, was coiling up an electrical flex as he spoke; the 
other, a skinny individual in a white T-shirt, was drumming his thigh with a microphone as he 
listened. They were just a couple of studio technicians. 

"Yeah, she looked like she could be a right old dragon," the skinny one said, as he scratched 
the back of his head with the tip of the microphone. 

The bearded man caught sight of Mrs. Burrows, and cleared his throat loudly. "Better check 
what they want in studio 13, Billy, he said. 

The skinny man slowly lowered the microphone to his side, a confounded expression on his 
face. "But we don’t have a studio 13..." he said. As he glanced across and saw Mrs. Burrows 
standing there, he realized what his co-worker had been trying to tell him. "I'm on it, Dave, right 
this moment," he muttered as they fell over each other in an effort to make their getaway. Mrs. 
Burrows remained where she was, watching them go, the plastic cup crumpled in her hand. 


Part Two 


Martha's Shack 
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It was quite astonishing to see how Martha got herself about, propelling herself down the 
tunnels like a ball bearing hurtling through a length of drainpipe. At odds with her appearance, 
she could move with the swiftness of a leopard; it was evident that she'd lived in the low gravity 
environment for some time and was completely attuned to it. 

Bartleby was quietly watching her, and tried to follow her example as she rebounded from 
one side of the tunnel to the other. Time after time, he misjudged how much thrust was needed 
and hurtled out of control towards the roof or the opposite wall. Will and Chester grew 
accustomed to the spectacle of the hapless cat cavorting through the air, giving surprised meows 
as he went. 

The boys were making every effort to keep up with Martha, but Will refused to go too 
quickly because he was worried about jarring Elliott. As their unlikely savior stopped yet again 
to allow them to catch up with her, they could hear her babbling to herself. It was difficult to 
understand what she was saying, and Will realized that she might not even be aware she was 
doing it. 

"What can we do for the girl?" she murmured in their direction, then swiveled away from 
them. 

"Well, like I told you, she's got a broken—" Chester began. 

"What?" Martha interrupted him, turning to look at him. 

"You asked about Elliott. She's got a broken arm." 

"I didn't ask you anything, and you've already told me that," Martha said, frowning at 
Chester as if he was the one who was acting strangely. "Time for another," she said. She plucked 
one of the small sprigs from her belt and held it over her flaming torch until it was smoldering, 
then flung it to the floor. The pungent smell quickly filled the enclosed space. 

"Phew!" Will said, wrinkling his nose. "That's pretty powerful. Reminds me of liquorice or 
something!" 

"Yes, it does, doesn't it? It's called Aniseed Fire," Martha gave him a knowing look. "Got 
the Colonist's nose, haven't you, dearie? Sense of smell like a bloodhound?" 

"Well, yes, I suppose so," Will replied. "But why are you burning that stuff? What does it 
do?" he asked. 

"If you don't watch it, the spider-monkeys gather in the ceiling vents and suddenly drop on 
top of you. The fumes from Aniseed Fire keep them away. I grow it in my garden, you know," 
she said, launching herself off again down the tunnel. 

"Garden? Your garden? " Chester called after her as she sailed away. The word was so 
everyday and comforting in this most alien of places. "Did she really say garden?" he quizzed 
Will. 

"Who knows?" Will whispered, going cross-eyed at Chester, just in case his friend hadn't 
realized that the woman obviously had more than a few screws loose. 

"Watch yourselves through here," she warned as Will and Chester caught up with her again. 
"The lodge is narrow and the wind strong." 

"Lodge?" Chester said. 

"Yes, it's narrow." 

"I think she means ledge," Will suggested to Chester in a whisper. 


They came out onto a fungal ledge barely more than a meter wide, beyond which Will could 
again make out a gaping void. "The Pore?" he asked himself in a whisper. But something 
seemed to be different about it. The air was incredibly humid and instead of the showers of rain 
he's seen before, there were clouds of steam rising in the air. And as he looked across to the other 
side, everything was saturated with an intense red glow — then he felt the heat on his face and 
knew it couldn't be the Pore. 

Chester chose that moment to speak up, breaking through Will's thoughts. "Isn't that where 
we just came from?" he asked. "It's not the Pore again, is it?" 

Martha chuckled. "No, it's not the Pore — it's another of the Seven Sisters. We called this 
one Puffing Mary." She turned her head aside and the boys heard her mutter, "Didn't we, Nat?" 

At this, Chester shot an urgent glance at Will, who knew precisely what his friend was 
thinking. There was no question that they were in the hands of a rather confused old woman, who 
didn't even seem able to get their names right. 

Keeping close to the wall, they took great care as they made their way along the ledge, 
which was slick with water. The limited illumination cast by Chester's light orb and Martha's 
burning torch gave Will the impression that this void was on the same scale as the Pore. He kept 
his eyes away from the darkness beyond the edge of the path, but he felt himself being drawn 
towards it. The urge had come back, the inexplicable urge to step off the ledge, which had 
assailed him before. The voice which wasn't really a voice but something much more powerful 
and deep-seated, like an irresistible desire, was trying to take control of him, to make him do it. 

"No," he mumbled through gritted teeth, "Pull yourself together." He had Elliott to 
consider. What was he thinking about? What was wrong with him? 

After twenty minutes of slow stepping along the ledge, Will was relieved beyond words as 
the path swung back into another opening in the wall. As they left the void behind them, Will 
stumbled a few steps, knocking into his friend. 

"You all right?" Chester asked. 

"Fine — just tripped," Will told him as he and Chester followed Martha into a long galley, 
where the ubiquitous fungal growth became patchier and patchier until Will could quite clearly 
see areas of dark rock around him. Then, after a few more minutes, there seemed to be no more 
fungus at all. It was quite a novelty to feel the shingle crunch under their feet as they ascended a 
gentle incline. 

"Here we are," Martha declared as a large cavern opened out before them. From floor to 
roof, some sort of curved barricade or bulwark extended thirty meters down one whole side of it. 
Martha led the boys halfway along the barricade. Will could see it was formed from many 
vertical strips of metal, overlapping each other and welded in place. And the metal strips 
themselves were of a variety of different types; some were dull, others highly polished, and a 
number were even perforated, with grids of cut-out circles or squares along their entire length. A 
few stood out from the rest because they bore traces of blue or green paint. 

By what appeared to be a door, there was a heavy brass bell suspended on a bracket at about 
head height. Martha rang the bell twice. The boys waited expectantly as the last echoes of the 
peal faded, but no one appeared. 

"Old habits," Martha informed them as she swung open the door. 

"You leave it unlocked?" Will enquired, as Bartleby scampered through the doorway. 

"Yes, dust puppies aren't that smart," she replied. 

"Dust whats? " Will said, but Martha had already gone in. As Will and Chester followed 
her, they were met by a fantastic sight. The incline continued before them, the cavern roof also 
increasing in height, and some forty meters away there was some sort of single-story shack. A 
path led up to the building, on either side of which were beds of the most wonderful plants. AS if 
they were luminous, the different beds gave off an almost shimmering glow of yellows, purples, 
blues and reds, the cumulative light enough that the whole area was imbued with their sublime 
and beautiful radiance. 


"My garden," Martha announced proudly. 

"Wow!" Chester gasped. 

"Do you like it?" she asked him. 

"Yes, it's just so cool!" he replied. 

As the woman turned to him, she herself actually seemed to be glowing as a result of his 
praise. "These plants aren't just here for their looks, you know." 

"Like the ones you burn?" Chester inquired. 

"Yes, if I hadn't found out about Aniseed Fire, I wouldn't be around to tell you about it." 

"But where did you get all these from?" Chester asked. 

"Nathaniel collected specimens for me whenever he went on his expeditions. I've still got a 
lot to learn about their properties, but time is one thing I'm not short of." 

"Who's Nathaniel?" Will cut in, unable to help himself. 

"My son. He's on the hill," Martha replied, with a glance at the top of the incline by the 
shack. Will tried to see where she'd been looking, filled with hope that there might be someone 
else a little less peculiar in the place, someone who might be able to help them. "Are we going to 
meet—?" 

"Let's get the girl inside, shall we?" Martha interrupted brusquely, closing the door and 
driving a single bolt home on the inside. 

Chester caught Will's eye, directing him to the side of the door, where there was a welder's 
torch and a pair of gas cylinders on a trolley, both of which were covered in some sort of creeper. 
It was obvious from the plants rambling over the equipment and the rust mottling the tanks that 
none of it had been touched in a good while. And there was no question that it was Topsoiler 
welding equipment. 

"Nathaniel... did he make this barrier?" Chester asked tentatively. 

Nodding, Martha turned to lead them up the path bathed in the ethereal glow. 

Midway up, Bartleby skidded to a halt, his large eyes fixed on something. As Will stopped 
behind him, he caught the sound of trickling water. "A stream?" he said. 

Martha stepped to the side of the path. "A freshwater spring flows from behind the shack," 
she said as Will located the small clear stream, its swirling current suffused with purple light from 
overhanging clusters of small blossoms. It looked otherworldly. 

"This place is wild," Will said. 

"Thank you," Martha replied. "It's my little sanctuary. And I reckon the spring is why they 
chose this spot for the shack in the first place." 

"Who was that? Who chose it?" Will asked excitedly. 

"They were sailors." 

‘Sailors?" 

"Yes. You'll see when you get there," she replied. 

At the front of the shack, there were some steps leading up to a porch. Reaching the top, 
Will paused to inspect one of the thick beams supporting the awning above the porch. "Oak," he 
said, running a finger over the wood, which was so old it had darkened almost to black, and its 
surface was covered in numerous runnels of wormholes. "Very old oak," he decided, as he 
examined the shack further and saw that its frame was also made from these thick beams, and that 
its walls were constructed from equally ancient tongue-and-groove planking. 

"So where did all this come from?" Will asked, pushing one of the planks with his foot and 
making it creak. He turned to Martha. 

"We thought the sailors salvaged it from their ship. But there was no one left to ask when 
we first came here." 

At one end of the porch a number of kegs and large trunks were stacked, and in front of a 
window with its shutters closed stood a bench and a couple of chairs. 


The front door to the shack was ajar, and Martha elbowed it open and trundled straight in. 
Will and Chester didn't wait to be invited, following her inside. At first all they could see in the 
gloom was a stone hearth in which cinders glowed, and some type of stove built into the side of it. 

"Put a log on the fire, dear," Martha asked Chester. "You can dry yourselves off by it, and 
I'll make us a brew in a minute," she added, as she lit two oil lamps hanging from the ceiling. 

"Yes, of course," Chester replied, but he didn't move, captivated by the interior of the room, 
which was deceptively large. 

"TIl get a bed ready for the girl," Martha told Will, slipping away down a corridor. The boys 
listened as a cacophony of bangs and grunts immediately started up, accompanied by a load of 
chatter as if Martha was talking to someone. She was clearly busy in there. 

"Just look at this place!" Chester exclaimed, as he and Will took in what was around them. 

"Map chests," Will noted as he saw three low-slung cupboards with brass corners against 
one wall. On top of the chests were a row of carved objects — Will could see a figure with a 
rifle, and by it a cave cow — one of the large arachnids that lived in the Deeps. As his eyes 
passed over the rest of the room, he could see that suspended in the corners were all kinds of other 
nautical paraphernalia — harpoons, ropes and pulleys, a small net, and even a ship's sextant of 
tarnished brass. 

Then Will spotted several swords with wide, slightly curved blades, also mounted on the 
wall. 

"Cutlasses! You've got to be kidding me!" he exclaimed. "So she's right. All this looks as 
though it came from a ship, and an old one at that. A galleon, perhaps?" he said to Chester. "See 
those beams up there." He pointed at the ceiling. "They're bloody ancient, like they could have 
come from the Mary Rose." 

"But a ship... down here?" Chester asked. "How's that possible?" 

"I don't know. And how did Martha get here?" Will posed just as she floated back into the 
room. 

"Still haven't got that log on, have you, dearie?" she prompted Chester. There was nothing 
unpleasant about the way she was asking, as if a mother was reminding her son to get on with his 
chores. 

"Sorry, Martha," Chester said, with a smile. "I'll do it right away." 

"Good lad," she said, then turned to Will. "So you're curious how I came to be down here?" 

Will was embarrassed that she'd overheard him, and his face flushed as he looked 
awkwardly at his feet. 

"I was pushed down the Pore by my husband," she said abruptly. 

"Oh..." Will floundered, stunned by her forthrightness. 

"We were Banished from the Colony and lived in the Deeps as renegades for years. It 
wasn't easy, I can tell you, bringing up a young child in that hellhole. Then, one day, I suppose 
my husband simply decided he'd had enough of us," she said as she opened the lid of a basket and 
pulled out some blankets. "You could call it a divorce, of sorts." 

Martha was so matter-of-fact about it that Will began to feel less embarrassed. "Did you 
know any of the other renegades?" he asked. "Elliott was one of them — she went around with 
someone called Drake. Maybe you knew him?" 

Martha straightened up with the blankets in her arms, and looked at Will thoughtfully. 
"Drake... no, don't know the name. Probably after my time." 

"What about Tom Cox?" Will tried. "He was like this arch-enemy of Drake's." 

Martha tightened her arms around the blankets, her face hardening into a mask of pure 
hatred. "Oh, I knew that scum, all right. I've always figured my husband fell under his spell... 
and it was Cox told him to do it... to get rid of us," she hissed, her words right as if she was 
suddenly out of breath. Then her expression turned to one of despondency and she relaxed her 
grip on the blankets. She sniffed loudly, then blew her nose on her sleeve. "Bring the girl so I 
can have a proper look at her." 


Will carried Elliott into the small side room. Although there was a sizeable bed in the center 
with a pair of rather lank-looking pillows, it had clearly been used as a storeroom of sorts. A pile 
of oddments was heaped against one wall as if Martha had just haphazardly thrown them there. 
Will could see a jumble of leather suitcases, an old tin trunk with ornate writing just visible on its 
lid, and many rolls of fabric. There was the slight scent of oil in the room as the lantern hissed 
gently, shedding its light. 

"On here," Martha said, as she finished spreading the blankets on the bed. Once Will had 
put Elliott down, Martha sat beside the girl. She undid the rope binding her broken arm to her 
chest, and very carefully laid it out. 

"She's taken a bad knock," she said as she examined Elliott's head. Turning her attention to 
the broken arm, Martha was burbling on to herself the whole time, and Will could only 
understand the odd snatch of what she was saying. "No, not a pretty sight," Martha commented, 
then inspected Elliott's hand, peering closely at the ends of her fingers. "But the circulation is still 
there. Good." 

"Do you know how to fix her arm?" Will said. "Can you put a splint on it or something?" 

Martha mumbled, but didn't look up as she laid a hand on Elliott's forehead, and then 
nodded, as if relieved. "No fever." 

She made sure Elliott was in a comfortable position by arranging the pillows under her head, 
then went over to the window. She stared at something for several seconds before speaking. "I 
need a cup of tea." 

"Tea?" Will said in disbelief. 

But back in the main room as the kettle boiled, Martha really did have something which 
appeared to be tea, which she spooned into a blackened kettle from a battered tin caddy. And she 
also had sugar, coffee and a startling range of spices in square wooden boxes in a cupboard by the 
hearth. 

They took their tea in chipped porcelain cups over to the table, and sat in the wheelback 
chairs arranged around it. In the center of the table was a life-sized bust of a boy, which seemed 
to have been carved from a section of one of the old beams. The boy was smiling serenely as he 
looked skywards. And by the bust was a smaller maquette of two figures, an adult and a young 
child hand-in-hand. It hadn't been finished and there were a couple of chisels and a little heap of 
shavings on the table by it. As Will studied it, he realized the larger of the two figures could have 
been Martha. 

The new log on the fire began to burn, long red flames licking up from its underside. Their 
glow mingled with the yellow light of the oil lanterns in the room. 

"It's nice here," Chester said as all three of them watched Bartleby make straight for the 
threadbare rug in front of the fire. Extending his claws, he pushed one paw then the other into the 
rug, over and over, pumping and kneading it as his massive shoulder blades seesawed under his 
hairless skin. Then, purring at an impossibly loud volume, he finally flopped down onto the rug. 
He rolled over on his back, and stretched himself full length with a cavernous yawn. 

"Bart's happy. He's found his place," Will said, grinning. 

It was so reminiscent of the time Will had first seen the colossal cat at the Jerome house in 
the Colony that he was strangely moved. It almost felt to Will as though he was home again. As 
he glanced at Chester, he could see his friend too had forgotten all his worries for the moment. 
There was something so domestic and familiar about the situation they found themselves in, as if 
the boys were visiting an aunt, particularly with the taste of sugared tea in their mouths — even if 
it lacked milk. 

"Where did all this stuff in this room come from?" Will ventured. "Was it really a ship?" 

Martha nodded. "Most of it was here already, by Nathaniel salvaged some more from a 
galleon in one of the Seven Sisters," she replied. 

"I thought it was a galleon,” Will said, nodding. "But do you know how it got there?" 


Martha shook her head, not looking at either of them. She cleared her throat so loudly it 
made Chester sit up in his chair, then she blew her nose on her sleeve again. 

"Can you take us to it?" Will said, determined to find out as much as he could about what 
was down here. 

"Nathaniel found other vessels, too. He would go off for weeks on end and come back with 
all manner of items, and then work on them here. He was so clever with his hands. All the 
materials for our barricade were salvaged from a metal ship." 

Will frowned at Chester, mouthing the words, ‘metal ship ?', but now didn't seem the right 
time to inquire further — there was something more pressing he needed to find out. 

"And Nathaniel," Will asked. "Where is he now?" 

Martha groaned with the effort of getting out of the chair. She waddled over to an oil 
lantern and lifted it down from its hook, then beckoned the boys to follow her. She paused on the 
porch to glance down at the various flower beds, and, putting her head back, inhaled deeply 
through her nose. Will sniffed too, catching not just the smell of Aniseed Fire, but an abundance 
of other, sweeter scents. "Glorious," she declared, then led the boys from the porch and onto a 
winding path towards the higher ground at the rear of the cavern. 

They were passing a bed of what looked like smoldering lupins, their tips emitting a glow 
that alternated between a glowing red and a more subdued orange, when she said, 'Mind you don't 
go near the Spitting Caps. They can be nasty blighters." 

Neither of the boys was certain if she'd meant what she said, but they weren't going to take 
any chances so both kept to the far side of the cinder track. Appearing from nowhere, Bartleby 
slipped in behind the boys, evidently not wanting to miss the outing. 

Seconds later, they found they were standing before a carved wooden angel. It was as tall as 
a man, with a tranquil expression on its face and long tousled locks which draped over its 
shoulders and its swanlike wings, which were folded behind its back. "Nat... Nathaniel," she 
whispered. "This is where I laid him to rest." She dropped her eyes to the carefully arranged 
stones below the angel. 

"Then... then he's... er... dead," Will said, his voice hollow. 

"Yes, two years ago," Martha replied huskily, her eyes still downcast as Bartleby backed up 
to the angel. He began to cock his hind leg. Will and Chester watched him, both of them 
mortified at what the cat was obviously contemplating. He became aware of their intense interest 
in him and seemed to hesitate. Then he snorted and lifted his leg higher, and Will knew he had to 
do something to stop the inevitable. 

"Bart! No!" he whispered, frantically making small pointing movements that the cat should 
leave. 

Bartleby got the message. Glowering at Will, he lowered his leg and slunk away to the back 
of the shack. Martha appeared to be none the wiser as Will, feeling he should say something to 
fill the long silence, spoke to her. 

"Did you make the angel for him?" 

"No, it came from the ship — from the prow — but I carved his face into it... my boy's 
face," she said distantly, as she scratched the back of her head. "I chose this spot because it's by 
the wall, over there," she said, tipping the lamp so the light fell on the ground past the angel, 
"there are other graves. Nathaniel always reckoned the men who built the shack are buried here." 

She turned on her heels as if she had said all she was going to say and was about to return to 
the shack, when she stopped and held very still. "There's something you should know. Nathaniel 
was on one of his foraging trips when he fell down a crevice. He broke several ribs. The spiders 
swarmed. The seem to be able to sense it when something is hurt or weakened, and they came at 
him, scores of them." 

She looked at Will and Chester in turn. "Nathaniel hadn't taken enough Aniseed Fire with 
him, but he still managed to escape from them and get home." She didn't speak for several 
seconds. "I can take care of most things... illnesses and wounds. You have to learn fast in the 


Deeps." She frowned. Nathaniel's ribs were healing and he was doing just fine when... when he 
was suddenly taken with a fever. A bad one. I did everything I could for him." She let out a 
tremulous breath and brushed the front of her skirt with her dirt-encrusted fingers. "That's all 
there is to it. He was nineteen years old and my only child. He just faded away." 

"I'm sorry," Chester murmured. 

Martha's mouth clamped shut as though she was fighting back the tears, and the silence 
stretched out. Although Will wanted to offer some words of condolence to the woman, he 
couldn't think of what to say. Then Martha spoke again, her voice steadier. 

"Nathaniel was older than your friend, and strong as an ox, but there's something foul in the 
air in these parts. Like the spiders, it waits until you're hurt, then it creeps into you. It got a grip 
on him, and I just hope the same thing doesn't happen to her." 


x xX x x x 


"So, let me get this straight — you say you've been a Styx all along," Dr. Burrows said as he 
sat across from the Rebecca twin. 

"I'm Styx by birth. You don't th uddenly become a Th tyx," Rebecca replied, her temper 
flaring. 

"You lisped again. Is there something wr—?" Dr. Burrows began to ask. 

"Broke a few teeth when I fell down the Pore," Rebecca interrupted, now enunciating very 
precisely as she did her utmost to control her lisp. "And I jumped down it because I wanted to 
help you." 

He was silent for a second or two, regarding her little skeptically before he continued. "So, 
you were a Styx from birth and Will was a Colonist..." Taking off his glasses, Dr. Burrows 
kneaded the bridge of his nose. "But you... he... you are... he was..." he said, his words tripping 
over each other. Finally, as he replaced his glasses, it was as if his various thoughts were also 
coming back into focus again. "Then how did we end up adopting both of you?" 

"Luck of the draw. You and Mum took Will in, and the Styx Panoply decreed I should be 
there too, to keep tabs on him," the Rebecca twin said, giving Dr. Burrows a half smile. "Why, 
do you disapprove of th omething?" 

"Well, quite frankly, yes... I think we should have been told," Dr. Burrows huffed. 

The Rebecca twin laughed snidely. "But you didn't tell Will or me we were adopted," she 
fired back, playing with him. "Don't you think we had a right to know that?" 

"That's not the same at all. It seems you knew all along that you were adopted — but that 
aside, your mother and I were going to tell you when the time was right," Dr. Burrows said. He 
frowned and inspected a broken fingernail as he tried to deal with what he'd just learnt. 

Rebecca had told him as much of the story as suited her, but nothing like the whole story. 
And she certainly wasn't going to reveal that she had an identical sister. 

"It all seems a bit irregular," he said finally, squinting through his crooked glasses at the 
taciturn Limiter, who was lingering behind the Styx girl's shoulder. "We went through the proper 
channels for adoption, so I really don't understand who we got you as well." 

"You talk about me as though you were buying a second car." 

"Don't be silly, Rebecca. It wasn't like that at all," Dr. Burrows said in an exasperated tone. 
"I just don't understand how it could happen." 

"And I honestly couldn't care less how it happened," the Rebecca twin replied, beginning to 
look slightly bored. "We had friends in the adoption agency. We have friends everywhere." 

"But I feel as though we've been tricked... as though your mother and I have been horribly 
deceived," Dr. Burrows said. "And I don't like that," he added categorically. 

"And I suppose you don't like my people, either," the Rebecca twin said. 

"Your people...?" Dr. Burrows began, not failing to notice the edge to her voice. 


"Yes, my people. They didn't treat you badly in the Colony, did they? Are you saying you 
disapprove of their methods?" The Rebecca twin was bristling now, and the Limiter stirring 
behind her. 

Dr. Burrows held his hands up in alarm. "No, I didn't mean that at all. It's not my place to 
judge. My role is to observe and record — I don't get involved." 

The Rebecca twin yawned as she got to her feet, brushing herself down. "So you're my 
stepfather, yet you're saying you're not involved. How does that work?" Her mood seemed to 
have suddenly changed, as if her anger had been put on purely for effect. 

Dr. Burrows, his mouth open but with no idea how to respond, was all at sea now. Heaped 
upon his chronic confusion, this person before him — who he'd thought was his little girl — was 
someone formidable, and although he didn't admit it to himself, he was actually quite intimidated 
by her. Particularly as the Styx soldier was staring at him from the shadows with his dead eyes, 
the eyes of a killer. 

"So, Dad," the Rebecca twin said, emphasizing Dad as if she had absolutely no respect for 
the title, "I've made sure you've been fed, just like in the good old days, and I can see you're 
feeling yourself again. So tell me about these," she demanded, producing the small stone tablets 
from inside her jacket. Dr. Burrows immediately touched his trouser pocket, finding that it was 
empty. "They look like a map of some sort, and that's just what we need right now," she said. 
"You're going to find us a way out of this place, and we're going to help you to do it." 

"Oh, great," Dr. Burrows replied timidly, taking the tablets she was proffering at him. 
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"Hi, Jean," Mrs. Burrows puffed as she answered a call from her sister on her mobile phone. 
She was looking flustered as she hurried along Highfield Street. 

"Out of breath? Yes, just been to the gym,” she said, hiking up a shoulder to stop the strap 
of her bag from sliding off. She held the phone away from her ear in response to a hoot of 
laughter from Auntie Jean, which was loud enough to be heard by a man passing in the opposite 
direction. "Yes, can't tell you how good it makes me feel. I've booked a month's worth of 
sessions with a personal trainer. You should give it a try." 

This elicited another piercing hoot, which sent a nearby pigeon flapping away. 

But as Mrs. Burrows tore along the pavement, Will would have been amazed by the change 
in his stepmother's bearing. There was a lightness to her step that he wouldn't have merited 
possible. She already looked years younger. 

As her sister chatted on, Mrs. Burrows glanced at her watch. "Look, there's no news from 
the police and I really can't talk now. Expecting a delivery at the flat," she said, ending the call 
before her sister had to opportunity to respond. 


x x x x x 


As she came around the corner, she saw the lorry from the removal company was already 
there. 

"Oh, God, sorry I'm late. Got held up," she called out as she broke into a run towards a man 
in blue overalls, who was just about to get back into his lorry. Once she'd opened up, he carried a 
whole series of cardboard boxes inside. She wasted no time in slicing the tape on one of the 
boxes to inspect the contents. 

"Moving in?" he inquired, as he heaved yet another box onto the top of the pile. 

"Yes, I put all this into storage until I found somewhere to live," Mrs. Burrows replied 
distractedly as she took out several of her old videotapes and chucked them straight into a bin 
liner. "Time for a clear-out. A real clear-out." 

After the man had brought the last of the boxes up, she spent the whole afternoon going 
through them. There were so many that there was barely any room to move around in, but she 
eventually came to a batch that had Bedroom 3 scrawled on them with a marker pen. 

"Will's," she said as she opened the first of these. She unwrapped the white paper from the 
precious finds that had been on the shelves in his room — his 'museum' as he had called it. There 
were so many Victorian paté dishes, broken clay pipes, and Codswallop and perfume bottles that 
her lap was soon so full of items, she had to find space on the floor for them. 

Then she came to a box of his books and, grunting with the weight of it, lugged it over to the 
table by the window. At first she took each book out to check through it, shaking it by the spine 
to see if anything had been hidden in the pages. Finding absolutely nothing and growing weary of 
the process, she began to take the remaining books from the box and stack them on the table 
without looking inside them. Near the bottom of the box was what purported to be a Geological 
Guide to the British Isles, a book dating back to the sixties or seventies from the old-fashioned 
styling of its cover. Mrs. Burrows didn't pay it any particular attention, but as she glanced at the 
book that had been below it in the box, she frowned. This book had no jacket but in faded gilt 
letters on its cloth-bound cover was the title, Geological Guide to the British Isles. 

"Two copies of the same book?" she said to herself as she picked up the one with the dust 
jacket again. She opened it. The pages weren't printed — instead there was handwriting on them. 
"Hello," she said, knowing immediately whose it was. Her husband's. Dr. Burrows'. She 
removed the jacket to see what was underneath. It was a notebook with a marbled purple and 
brown cover, and stuck to the front was a label with Ex Libris in ornate writing and a drawing of a 


wise-looking owl wearing circular glasses. And on this label someone had scrawled Journal. 
She recognized it as her husband's messy handwriting again. 

"So this is it. I'm finally going to find out what really happened," she announced to the 
many piles of boxes in the room. And she didn't once leave the table as she read the book from 
cover to cover, turning the pages, which more often than not had muddy fingerprints on them. 
"Will," she said, smiling affectionately because she knew they would have been his. 

As she progressed through the journal, she became breathless with excitement. She was at 
last finding out what Will and Chester had learned before they went missing. Although she knew 
nothing of the tunnel that the boys had re-excavated beneath her former home in Broadlands 
Avenue or, if indeed, there was any link between their disappearance and her husband's 
observations, she still felt she was making progress. Mrs. Burrows avidly read her husband's 
thoughts about the strange people he'd identified in Highfield, the luminescent orb that had turned 
up at Mrs. Tantrumi's house, and about a local well-to-do businessman from the eighteenth 
century called Sir Gilbert Gabriel Martineau. As she came to the section on the buildings this 
man had put up in Highfield old town, including the square that bore his own name, she stopped 
to stare out of the window for a few moments before diving into the journal again. Then she 
came to the final entries, noticing the date of one of them. 

"That was the night... the night Roger left," she said, her voice tense. Her eyes settled on the 
words, 7 have to go down there. Reading to the end of the entry, the last in the journal, she came 
back to these words again. 

"What did he mean, down there? Down where?" 

She checked through the blank pages at the very end of the journal, making sure she hadn't 
missed anything. On the inside of the back cover she spotted a name and telephone number in 
pencil. Mr. Ashmi — parish archives, she read. 


x x x x x 


Will and Chester spent the night in the main room — Will on a pile of carpets that Martha 
had spread out on the floor by the map chests, and Chester on a piece of furniture she referred to 
as the 'chaise long." Chester's eyes had lit up when she'd first mentioned it, imagining he would 
be sleeping on something approximating a real bed. He was to be sorely disappointed. Once the 
chaise longue had been cleared, he found that it was so short his feet hung off the end, and also 
that its old upholstery was as hard as nails. Despite this, the soothing sound of the fire and their 
fatigue had meant that both he and Will had fallen asleep within seconds. 

They were aroused from their slumbers by Martha rattling the kettle on the hearth. 

"Good morning!" she trilled in a jolly voice as they both heaved their aching bodies to the 
table. 

"Tea," she said as she handed cups of it to them. Then she placed a chopping board on the 
table, on which were a bunch of grey plant stems and a selection of white roots of different sizes 
and shapes. "How about some breakfast? I'll bet you're both starving," she said, as she set about 
slicing the stems and roots up. 

Chester eyed the unappetizing mass of vegetable matter as she worked on it, and moaned, 
"Er, really, no thanks, Martha. I feel a bit sick, actually." 

"Me, too," Will said. 

Martha frowned. "It might be because you're new to this place," she suggested. "It takes a 
while to adjust." As she was chopping, the knife slipped from her hand and flew into the air 
where it performed a couple of revolutions. "Bother!" she said as she caught it again, and 
finished the job. "I remember Nathaniel and I went through the same thing." 

"Low gravity," Will said. He'd watched what had happened with the knife and was nodding 
to himself. "Yes! Martha's right. It could be the low gravity that's making us feel like this. 
S'pose we just need to get used to it." 


"Well, you're both going to eat whether you like it or not. You've got to keep your strength 
up," Martha said, sliding from her chair and returning to the hearth, where she scraped the diced 
vegetables into a pan of boiling water. "A bowl of my soup is what you need," she said firmly. 

"What about Elliott?" Will asked suddenly. "How is she?" 

"Don't you worry," Martha said. "I checked on her during the night and she's still out for the 
count this morning." 

"Can you do something about her arm?" Chester ventured. 

"First item on my list today," Martha said, picking energetically at a real molar with the nail 
of her little finger. After examining whatever she'd scraped off her tooth, she sucked it back into 
her mouth and chewed on it with a pensive expression. Chester, who'd been observing her do 
this, pushed his tea away from him. If he'd looked pale before, he now turned green. He gulped 
loudly, "Really, no soup... nothing for me, Martha." 

"You probably should have some," Will advised. "We haven't eaten properly for ages and, 
besides, it might get everything working again." He glanced down at his stomach. 

"That's just a little more information than I need," Chester said. 


x xX x x x 


An hour later, they all went to Elliott's room. Will and Chester hovered on the threshold as 
Martha gave Elliott a thorough examination. 

"So why is she still unconscious?" Chester asked. 

Martha ran her hands over the girl's scalp and the nape of her neck, then used her thumb to 
lift an eyelid so she could check the pupil. "She's concussed. She's had a bad knock to the head. 
Anyway, better for her to be out while I set her arm. Come and help me, will you?" 

The boys sidled up to Martha. She placed a pair of splints ready on either side of Elliott's 
arm. "Take these," she said to Chester, passing him a couple of rolls of linen bandages from her 
apron pocket. "Right, Will, go round to the other side of the bed. I need you to hold her steady." 

Will did as she directed. Martha then gripped Elliott's wrist and pulled several times. The 
boys heard clicking as the broken bones grated against each other. 

"Ohh," Chester said. "Awful..." 

From behind Will there was a dull thud. 

"What was that?" Will asked, still gripping Elliott by the shoulders. 

"You friend Chester has just passed out. Leave him there — I need you to keep the girl 
steady," Martha said to Will. "I've to get this right." She pulled on Elliott's arm again, applying 
tension to it as she manipulated it. Beads of sweat formed on her forehead and Martha was 
mumbling to herself all the time she worked. 

"That looks better," Will said. 

Martha nodded. "It's so swollen it's difficult to tell, but I think the bones are back in place 
now," she said. She spent a few more minutes checking the arm, then appeared to be satisfied. 
She carefully put the splints on either side of the arm and bound them with the linen strips, tying 
each roll off. 

Martha rose to her feet and sighed, as Will also got up from the bed. He turned to see 
Chester was in a heap on the floor. 

"We'd better get him next door," Martha chuckled. 


x x x x x 


"The Highfield Bugle, 19" June, 1895," Mrs. Burrows observed as she leant over the old 
newspaper spread open on the table before her. "So, Mr. Ashmi, what exactly am I looking for?" 
she called out. 


Mrs. Burrows was in the Highfield historical record office, where documents dating as far 
back as the tenth century were kept. As no answer appeared to be forthcoming from Mr. Ashmi, 
she scanned the newspaper, noticing the title in faded print halfway down the page. "The Ghosts 
of the Earth. Now there's a headline guaranteed to get your attention!" 

"Certainly is, and that's the report you should read," came the muffled response from the far 
end of the basement, past umpteen tiers of free-standing shelves on which were a mind-boggling 
number of document bundles and boxes. Mr. Ashmi, the borough archivist, stopped delving in 
the box before him and stuck his head round the edge of the rack to look at Mrs. Burrows. His 
horn-rimmed glasses caught the sickly yellow illumination of the strip lights overhead as he 
spoke. "It's typical of the incidents." 

"Okay," Mrs. Burrows agreed. "But I hope you're going to tell me why I need to read it 
when I've finished." She turned again to the newspaper and began. 


"Work on a tunnel for the new Highfield & Crossly North station was abandoned 
after an incident in the early morning hours of the morning Wednesday last. The 
Harris brothers, the celebrated tunneling engineers from Canada, assisted by a 
four-man work gang, had drilled and set explosives in a deposit of sandstone. 
The warning klaxon was sounded, and the area cleared." 


"The next bit gets to the nub of it," Mr. Ashmi grunted as he heaved a box of papers from a 
shelf and pushed it into the central aisle, then beetled off to another part of the basement. 
Mrs. Burrows cleared her throat and continued. 


"After the detonations had been performed, the Harris brothers and the work 
gang, now accompanied by Mr. Wallace, the Northern & Counties Railways 
assistant surveyor, re-entered the excavations. As they waited for the dust to 
settle in order to make an assessment of the workface, they hear grating noises 
under their feet. They at once suspected it to be subsidence and began to 
withdraw from the tunnel. However, the grating noises became even louder, 
portending a terrible scene as strong lights suddenly shone into the tunnel from 
out of the very ground itself. All those present said they beheld trapdoors 
opening in the bedrock, from which an army of phantom-like apparitions 
marched out." 


Mrs. Burrows stopped reading. "Is this for real?" she asked. 

"The Times took if seriously enough to run it the next day," Mr. Ashmi replied from behind 
arack. "Keep going." 

"If you say so," Mrs. Burrows said with a shrug, then read on. 


"Mr. Wallace stated that the figures sported dark fustian or gabardine coats, and 
that they had white collars around their necks. In their hands they held spheres 
from which issued bolts of green light. As the menacing figures began to 
advance, he and the work team were afeared and fled for their lives. According 
to Mr. Wallace, the Harris brothers did not run, courageously holding their 
ground. Thomas Harris armed himself with a ten-foot iron ramrod, while his 
younger brother, Joshua, wielded a pickaxe handle." 


"And guess what became of the Harris brothers?" Mr. Ashmi called to Mrs. Burrows, 


sounding as if he was closer now. 
"They were never seen again?" Mrs. Burrows said, peering at the shelves next to her. 
"Got it in one!" Mr. Ashmi congratulated her. 


Mrs. Burrows gave up trying to locate the elusive Mr. Ashmi, and went back to the article. 


"Police officers from the Highfield constabulary were summoned, and shortly 
afterwards they escorted Mr. Wallace back into the tunnel. The roof above the 
workface had caved in, and they beheld no sign of the Harris brothers, nor the 
army of phantoms. Despite further excavations, the bodies of the brothers have 
not been located." 


"And they never were," Mr. Ashmi put in. "Strange, don't you think?" 

"Yes, very strange," Mrs. Burrows agreed. 

"Well, try this. It's also from the Highfield Bugle, after a raid by the German Luftwaffe in 
the summer of 1943." Mr. Ashmi breezed by the table, depositing yet another old newspaper in 
front of Mrs. Burrows. 

"Why?" she said to his retreating back. 

"Just look at the last photographs," he replied, waving a hand in the air as he went. 

Mrs. Burrows sighed. "Report on Yesterday's Raid," she read, then scanned down the 
article. 


"Incendiaries fell on Vincent Square... roof of St. Joseph's church blown off..." 
"Ah, think I've found it..." 


"At noon, a landmine was dropped on the Lyon's Corner House, killing ten; the millinery 
works, killing three; and also completely destroying the private residence at No. 46, in which Mr. 
and Mrs. Smith and their two children, of ages four and seven, perished. 


However, when the bodies of the Smith family were retrieved from the rubble, the 
corpses of five unidentified men were also discovered. The men had evidently 
been in the cellar, and were described as being remarkably similar in 
appearance, with pale faces and thick-set builds. They were dressed in civilian 
apparel which did not seem to be British in origin, immediately raising 
suspicions that they might be Nazi spies. The Military Police were called to 
investigate and the five corpses removed to the St. Pancras Mortuary for further 
examination, but they were apparently mislaid on the way there. The Smith's 
family maid, Daisy Heir, had been fortunate not to have been in the scullery at 
the time of the raid because she was collecting the family's weekly meat rations 
at the butchers in Disraeli Street. When questioned by the Military Police, she 
said that there had been no guests staying at the house, and that she had no 
knowledge whatsoever of the five men and how they came to be there. She could 
only suggest that they had been looters, who had somehow gained access into the 
house and secreted themselves down in the cellar during the raid." 


Mrs. Burrows looked up from the newspaper to find Mr. Ashmi standing there. "All this is 
gripping stuff," she said. "But can you tell me why my husband wrote your name and number in 
his journal?" 

"These reports are why," Mr. Ashmi replied, easing himself into a chair across the table 
from her. "Since the early 1800s, there have been accounts of these odd-looking squat men and 
also the taller 'phantoms' wearing black habits with white collars. These aren't just isolated 
incidents — they've occurred with surprising regularity through the centuries and up until the 
current day." 

"So?" Mrs. Burrows said. 


Mr. Ashmi slid some typewritten pages in front of her. "In the months before he went 
missing, your husband Roger researched these incidents with me. It took many days of work, but 
he compiled this list." 

Mrs. Burrows turned through the pages; she had to agree that the sheer numbers of reports 
was quite extraordinary. 

"Funny thing,” Mr. Ashmi began, leaning forward as if he was worried that he might be 
overheard. 

"What?" Mrs. Burrows asked, also leaning forward, but not entirely convinced she was 
dealing with a person in possession of all his marbles. 

"I had one of these lists under lock and key in my office," he said. He drew his hands 
through the air as if he was about to do a magic trick. "But it vanished." He leant even further 
forward and lowered his voice. "And quite a number of the records themselves have gone 
walkabout from my shelves in here, too. If it wasn't that I use my own rather idiosyncratic 
archive system — which no one else knows — I expect more of them would have disappeared." 

"Oh," Mrs. Burrows replied, not sure what else she could say. As she turned her attention 
back to the typewritten list, she saw that there were notes jotted next to some of the reports, and 
that it wasn't her husband's handwriting. "Is this you?" she inquired, pointing at the writing. 

"No, that's Ben Wilbrahams, the American. He's also investigating these incidents, for a 
film or something. In fact, you should really have a word with him — he's always upstairs." Mr. 
Ashmi pointed a finger at the ceiling, indicating the town library which was on the floor above. 

"Yes, right, I will," Mrs. Burrows said, not intending to do anything of the sort. 

Clutching the photocopies of the newspaper articles Mr. Ashmi had insisted she take with 
her, Mrs. Burrows was glad to leave the dusty archives. She could very easily picture her 
husband down there, eagerly poring over the obscure newspaper reports. It brought back too 
many memories of the old days and her chronic unhappiness at the way things had been. All her 
husband had seemed to want to do was to hide away in some fuddy-duddy self-fabricated world 
where he could pretend to himself that he was a serious academic doing something meaningful. 
As she mounted the steps to the ground floor, she growled with frustration. She was frustrated 
because she knew her husband had been capable of so much more than his job as the curator of 
the local museum, but he just didn't have the get-up-and-go to find something better and — most 
crucially to her — something with a reasonable salary. 

She folded the photocopied papers and shoved them into her bag. Despite Mr. Ashmi's 
obvious conviction that there had been strange goings-on in Highfield, it was all too fanciful for 
her to take seriously. She wondered if her husband had been drawn in by Mr. Ashmi's infectious 
enthusiasm, and whether that had led him to make the wild statements she'd read in his journal. 

In order to leave the building she had to pass through the library, and there she thought she 
spotted the man that Mr. Ashmi had referred to. Although he had a neatly trimmed beard, his hair 
— black and quite long — made him look as if he'd just rolled out of bed. Sitting alone with 
several books open on the reading desk before him, he was deftly spinning a pen with one hand, 
rotating it round and round in endless circles. He glanced up and, narrowing his eyes through his 
wire-rimmed spectacles, gave Mrs. Burrows a broad smile. As she realized she had been caught 
staring at him, she immediately averted her gaze and hastened towards the main door. 
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"Avast ye swabs!" Will challenged Chester the moment his friend emerged onto the porch. 
Will was advancing up the garden path towards him, one hand on his hip as he slashed a cutlass 
through the air. 

Chester grinned, then his face went blank. "I've got no idea what that actually means." 

"No idea what what means?" 

"Swabs. What the hell are swabs? Pieces of cotton wool? 

"No, I think it used to mean something really nasty, so you'd better defend your honor, you 
lily-livered cuttlefish!" 

"Will stopped brandishing the sword to admire it fora moment. "Considering it must be 
probably centuries old, this is in brilliant nick. You can see tiny pictures of a cross and a branch 
engraved on it, and some words in what looks like Latin," he said, peering at the cup-shaped piece 
of metal that curved from the cross guard to the pommel, and which served to protect the 
swordsman's hand in combat. Then he attempted to read out the inscription, stumbling over the 
words. 'Soli Deo Gloria.’ He looked at Chester with a shrug. 

"Sorry, dear Gloria?" Chester suggested, not really paying attention as he spotted the 
assortment of other weapons Will had spread out on the floor of the porch. "If it's a duel you 
want..." he declared as he chose a long-bladed dagger and tried it out, stabbing the air in front of 
him. "No, that doesn't do it for me," he muttered as his eyes fell on by far the largest of the 
weapons, a metal pole nearly two meters in length with both a lethal-looking spike and a large axe 
head at the end. "This is more like it," he said. "What is it, anyway?" 

"That's a halberd," Will replied. 

"A halibut," Chester laughed as he weighed it in his hands. "Right! On guard!" he yelled as 
he launched himself down the front steps, landing just in front of Will. "Your time has come, 
White Beard!" he said. 

Will lunged with his cutlass several times, Chester blocking with the halberd, the clash of 
steel ringing around the luminous garden. Then Chester went on the offensive, swinging the 
halberd at Will, although without much force. Taking advantage of the low gravity, Will easily 
avoided the weapon by leaping high into the air. 

Chester continued to sweep the halberd at Will, who each time sprang high above it. After a 
while, Chester got the giggles and couldn't go on. "This is like one of those crazy kung fu movies 
where they all leap around as though they've got springs on their feet." 

Will was trying his utmost to maintain his very best murderous pirate face, but couldn't stop 
himself from laughing too. "Yeah, you're right. What was that film called — Leaping Dragon, 
Flapping Duck, or something like that?" 

"Ready thyself, White Beard," Chester said. "Prepare to face the largest tin opener in the 
world," and swung the halberd again. 

To avoid the attack Will executed a perfect backwards somersault in the air, landing 
squarely on his feet further down the path. 

"Aha!" he exclaimed, delighted with his acrobatics. "Not so easy to kill, am I? Ninja 
Rawls?" 

"Show-off," Chester muttered. 

They continued to play-fight each other, vaulting across to other paths they'd discovered 
between the flowerbeds, gradually moving their battle to the rear of the shack where they hurtled 
between the rooftops of the small outhouses. 

"Let's stop a minute — need to get my breath back," Chester puffed, landing beside Will. 

"Yeah, okay," Will replied, passing his cutlass in front of him in a figure of eight. "This is 
great, isn't it?" he said, smiling at his friend. 


Chester smiled back, nodding in agreement. As the days had passed, they had adjusted to 
the reduced gravity, and the nausea they'd experienced to begin with had all but gone. Martha 
looked after them well, and without the constant threat of the Styx hanging over them, for the first 
time in a long while they could truly relax, and enjoy themselves. 

To fill the hours they devised new activities to keep themselves occupied. Will had found 
an ornate ivory chess set in one of the trunks and they would play into the small hours, drinking 
endless cups of tea. And Martha was only too happy to teach them about the different properties 
of the plants in her garden and entertain them both with stories about the Colony and the Deeps. 
She'd been reluctant to let them use her crossbow when they first asked her, but finally gave in to 
their constant requests. Although it took them a while to master the weapon, they eventually got 
the hang of it and set up some targets by the barricade at the end of the garden. They found it 
amazing how true the flights of the bolts were, traveling in an almost straight line with little or no 
loss of trajectory whatsoever — another feature of the low gravity. 

"Okay, Captain Snow, let's do it," Chester said, now he'd recovered. 

"Only if you can catch me first," Will dared his friend, leaping clean over the roof of the 
main shack and landing on the ground in front of it. There he took refuge behind some bushes 
which, exceptionally for the garden, didn't seem to emit any light. Chester stole around the side 
of the shack, then surveyed the garden. Guessing exactly where Will was hiding, he propelled 
himself at him, wailing with his best battle cry. 

Will ducked out from the bushes and onto the path, his sword up and ready to repel the 
attack. Chester advanced. In the blink of an eye, something dropped in front of him on the path. 

"Wh—?!" Chester gasped. 

It was Bartleby. As the cat arched his back, Will saw that all his muscles were bunched 
under his hairless skin, as if he was about to pounce. Bartleby edged forward and hissed at 
Chester with such vehemence that he dropped the halberd. As he hastily stepped backwards, he 
tripped and fell into a border of dainty plants that let of a pinkish hue. The cat, still in a panther 
crouch, crept towards the terrified boy. 

"Jesus! Do something, Will!" Chester squawked. "Call your bloody moggy off!" 

"Bart! Stop!" Will cried. 

Bartleby glanced at his new master for confirmation, then lowered himself to the ground. 
But he was still watching Chester intently, as if he didn't entirely trust him. 

"Silly old cat," Will said, stroking him affectionately on the head. "What did you do that 
for? You didn’t really think Chester was attacking me, did you?" 

Chester was more than a little put out that his friend was taking the incident so lightly. 
"Will, I swear, it was about to go for me. It had those bloody great claws out." 

"I'm sure he wouldn't have gone that far," Will said. 

"Could've fooled me," Chester grumbled as he picked himself up and retrieved the halberd. 
He stared angrily at Bartleby, who had begun to purr, as Will continued to rub his temples. 
"Know what?" Chester added. 

"What?" Will asked. 

"T've just realized how much you two look like Shaggy and Scooby Doo." 

Will was just framing a suitably rude response when Martha called to them from the front 
door. 

"You'd better come." 

The boys trooped up to the shack and followed Martha inside. She hovered by the edge of 
the table, her anxiety evident. 

"Martha?" Chester asked. "What's the matter? 

"I'm afraid it might have begun," she said in a flat voice. "I checked first thing and wasn't 
sure, but I think it has." 

Will dropped his cutlass onto the table with a clatter, and took a step towards Martha. 
"You're talking about Elliott, aren't you? What's happened?" 


"Remember I told you about Nathaniel and the germule that did for him?" Martha said. 

"Elliott's got the fever?" Chester gabbed quickly. "Oh no, Will, she's caught it too." 

"Now, hold your horses," Martha said, raising her dirty palms to them. "It's not definite, not 
yet — it might not be the same thing, but she has taken a turn for the worse, and it doesn't look 
good." 

In silence, they all made their way into Elliott's room. 

"Oh Jesus," Chester whispered. 

They saw right away that a change had come over the unconscious girl. Her face looked 
very shiny and flushed, and the long shirt she was wearing was soaked with her perspiration, as 
were the bedclothes all around her. Martha went over to Elliott and gently lifted the flannel from 
her forehead. She dipped it into a basin of water beside the bed and wrung it out before replacing 
it on the girl's head. 

"You said her arm was doing well," Will said, trying to look for something positive to say. 

"Yes, it's the oddest thing but her bones mended very quickly. It's as though..." Martha 
began, then tailed off. 

Both Will and Chester gave her inquiring looks. 

"They would say in the Colony that she's been blessed by the preacher's touch," Martha said. 

"The preacher? But I thought they were all Styx, aren't they?" Will asked, his expression 
one of puzzlement as he remembered the religious ceremonies he'd been obliged to attend during 
his months in the Colony. "That can't be good." 

"Oh, yes it is — you see, the Styx are not like other people," Martha replied. "They heal in 
half the time that you and I do. The girl's bones have knitted together so fast I've even been able 
to take the splints off." 

The boys had been so preoccupied with the disturbing news about the fever that they had 
failed to notice Elliott's injured arm was now only bound by a lightly-wrapped bandage. 

"But the fever," Chester said, turning to Martha. "I feel so guilty — we've left you to do 
everything while we've been horsing around... while Elliott has got like this. Tell us how we can 
help." 

"For starters, we have to keep her temperature down — the poultice on her forehead should 
be moistened every ten minutes or so," Martha said. 

"Fine — you go and get some rest, Martha," Will said. "We'll take it in turns to look after 


" 


her. 


In a chair by the bed, Will was on his second three-hour shift, having recently relieved 
Chester, who'd stumbled wearily away to his chaise longue. After a while, Will caught himself 
beginning to doze off as he slumped lower and lower in his seat. 

"Come on," he growled, then slapped his cheeks several times to wake himself up. In a bid 
to keep himself occupied, he began to look over the diagrams he'd drawn of how he thought the 
Pore and the other similarly huge openings might once have been open at the surface, but then 
had become sealed up. To do this he'd tried to remember everything he could about plate 
tectonics and what happens when there is movement between two plates. "Destructive, 
Constructive and Conservative Margins," he murmured to himself. 

And, in a small picture at the very bottom of the page, his imagination had run away with 
him and he'd drawn a galleon tipping over the edge of a huge, swirling whirlpool in the ocean. 
He closed one eye as he contemplated it, and found that he was whistling through his teeth. He 
stopped immediately. 

"Jesus, I'm turning into my dad," he muttered as he flipped over to a clean page. He tried to 
jot down his observations from the last week. The trouble was that he didn't have anything new 
or particularly interesting to record, and his efforts soon degenerated into a series of overlapping 


circular doodles scribbled in the margin, which almost matched the number of times he was 
yawning. 

An hour later, he'd discarded his journal and was hunched over a bible with a thick leather 
cover, which he'd discovered in a trunk earlier that day. The dry pages crackled like old leaves as 
he turned them, and now and then he squinted at a sentence he thought he might be able to 
translate, blinking his eyes with disappointment when he found he couldn't get anywhere with it. 

"Why didn't I take Spanish at school?" he asked himself as he closed the bible. He twisted 
round in his chair to contemplate the chessboard set up on a small side table next to him. After a 
few moments, he slid his queen to a new square, but didn't take his finger from it. 

"No, that's a stupid move," he grumbled, moving the piece straight back to its original 
position. He shot a look at his imaginary opponent. "Sorry, not thinking straight." 

Elliott stirred and said something. Will was immediately at her side. "It's me, Elliott — it's 
Will. Can you hear me?" 

He took her hand and clasped it in his. Her eyes were moving rapidly under her closed lids, 
and the normally pale skin of her face was a disquieting color, as if she'd been dusted with 
crimson powder and it had collected around all her features, particularly her cracked lips. 

"It's all right," Will said soothingly. 

Her mouth twitched as if she was trying to speak, but didn't have the strength to draw breath. 
She frowned as if there was some internal conflict going on in her head, something in her febrile 
dreams that she was trying to resolve. Then she murmured a few words that Will could just about 
catch. The first sounded like 'Drake', then a few minutes later she said something which could 
have been 'Limiter'. 

"You're safe now, Elliott. We're all okay," Will said softly, realizing she might be reliving 
the events at the Pore. 

Then she said Drake's name again, much more clearly this time, and her eyelids looked as 
though they might actually open. 

"And Drake's fine," Will assured her, although he didn't know this for certain. 

Elliott began to babble — to Will's ear it sounded like a series of numbers. Over and over 
she said them, at a barely audible level. He snatched up his pencil and jotted them down next to 
his doodles. It seemed to be a string of the same numbers she was repeating, but he wasn't sure 
he'd got all of them down correctly. 

Just then Chester shambled in. 

"Can't be your turn already?" Will asked him. 

"No," he replied sourly. "I just couldn’t sleep through there." 

"Why not?" 

"That bloody moggy of yours is snoring so loudly, I swear I kept waking up thinking I was 
about to be run over by a moped." 

"Well, just wake him up," Will said, unable to stifle a grin. "Perhaps you should try 
whispering the word ‘dog’ in his ear. That might work?" 

"Yeah, right, and get my face bitten off," Chester grunted. He looked at Elliott. "How's she 
doing?" 

"Very hot, but she's been trying to talk. She mentioned Drake, and I think she might also be 
having nightmares because she said Limiter. And she kept repeating some numbers — I don't 
know what they are but I wrote down all the ones I could hear—" 

"Like these?" Chester interrupted, pulling a scrap of paper from his pocket. 

Will took it from him and compared the sequence with the one in his journal — Chester's 
was the more complete. 

"Hey, cool. But do you think that's all of them?" Will asked. 

"I reckon so — she said them enough times. Suppose they must be important to her, 
somehow." 

"Eleven digits," Will pondered. "Maybe it's a code?" 


"You tell me, Sherlock," Chester replied, then yawned as he sank down to the floor at the 
foot of the bed, and out of Will's sight. 

"Oh... goodnight, then," Will said in a disappointed tone. He'd been rather hoping that 
Chester was going to keep him company on his vigil. The only answer he received from his 
friend was some loud snoring, which continued unabated as he puzzled over the sequence of 
figures, trying to work out if there was some sort of pattern to them. 


x x x x x 


Mrs. Burrows came out of the employment agency, stopping on the pavement as she put the 
appointment cards in her bag. 

"Burrows," she overheard someone saying, the, "Bad business,” but she didn't catch the rest. 

She turned to find two young women with a gaggle of children around them. The women 
had clearly recognized her from the way they were looking at her. One of them immediately 
whipped her head around and began to walk off, tugging her children behind her. The other 
woman continued to simply glare, her top lip hooked in a vicious snarl as she clenched the handle 
of her baby buggy. She was wearing a short-sleeved T-shirt which displayed to full effect the 
large crimson heart tattooed on her upper arm with the name Kev emblazoned on it. 

Mrs. Burrows was flabbergasted. 

Following the television appeal, there had been a few mentions in the tabloid newspapers, 
but it was all pretty low-key stuff. However, the local rags had picked up on the story, running a 
series of articles about her and her missing family, and then there'd been a two-page spread on 
Chester's parents, in which there were several rather ambiguous comments about Mrs. Burrows 
suitability as a mother. Inevitably, Mrs. Burrows had achieved a degree of local notoriety from 
these. 

Trying to shrug off the incident, she began to walk slowly up Highfield High Street, then 
sped up. She didn't want to be late for the first of her job interviews. 
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Martha was chopping a bundle of dried plants she'd fetched from one of the outhouses. 
With both hands she lifted a football-sized fungus from her basket, and plopped it onto the table. 

"Looks a bit dodgy," Will commented, wrinkling his nose. 

"These are rare as snake feet round here," Martha said as she patted the sides of the 
mushroom, rather like a baker with a lump of dough. Then she began to peel away the tough 
outer skin as one would a very large orange. "You should know what this is." 

"Will nodded. It was a pennybun, but in comparison to the ones he'd seen in the Colony, 
this was a sorry specimen. Its skin was dry and in places ruptured, and it sagged as if it had lost 
some of its innards. "Has it gone off?" he asked. 

"No, it's jugged pennybun." 

"Jugged?" Will said. 

"Yes, I hang them for a couple of months. Gives them a richer flavor," she answered. She 
began to cut it into small sections, lobbing them into a cooking pot. 

"Just looks rotten to me," Will said, nudging the end of one of Martha's chisels so it spun on 
the tabletop. He watched as it came to rest, then spun it again. 

"Look, haven't you got anything better to do?" Martha asked gently. 

"Not really," Will said listlessly. 

"Are you bored because you and Chester can't play together as much as you used to?" she 
said. 

"We don't play together — that's for kids. "We fool about," he said a little sharply, then 
checked himself, replying more civilly. "Well, we can't really, not with Elliott the way she is. It 
doesn't feel right." 

"It's more than just that, isn't it, lad? You've got that restless look in your eyes, like 
Nathaniel did before he went off on his expeditions. Itchy-feet," she pronounced, giving him a 
knowing glance as she continued to cut up the pennybun. 

"Yes, s'pose... a bit," Will replied, then pulled himself up in his chair. "Martha, you know 
we... Chester and I... we can't stay here forever. We have to get back up Topsoil somehow — and 
soon. If the Styx go ahead with the Dominion plot..." he tailed off. 

"I know, I know," Martha said sympathetically. "Will, I hate to be the one to tell you this, 
buy you might be wasting your time. You might be too late already." 

"Doesn't matter," Will said tersely. "We've still go to get back — just in case we can do 
something to stop them." 

"And as far as getting back — it's never been done, and never will be. There's no way 
back," she said, with a thrust of her knife into a slab of the mushroom flesh. "You can't climb up 
the inside of the Pore or any of the other Seven Sisters. It's miles. You would never make it." 
She paused to look directly into Will's eyes. "Don't think we didn't try." 

"What about whatsisname? De Jaybo? Will asked as Martha resumed work on the 
pennybun. "He managed it, didn't he?" 

"Ah," Martha began, taking a moment to pick her nose. Will rolled his eyes. "You've 
obviously been told the story. He claimed he fell down the Pore, and that he kept going, to a 
hidden place where he saw all manner of weird and strange things — horrible things. He said he 
saw another world where there was daylight." 

"Yes, I heard all that." 

"Another world, with its own sun?" Martha said, shaking her head. "There were some in the 
Colony that said he didn't know his up from his down, and that he'd blundered out Topsoil 
somewhere, and all the things he said he saw were a load of old—" 

"Codswallop," Will interjected, remembering the precise word Tam had used to describe the 
story. 


"Yes, codswallop — or maybe it was just a sham," Martha agreed. "Some believed the 
whole yarn was put around by the Styx, to fill people with a fear of the Interior." 

"My dad thought there might be something down there," Will said wistfully. "On the pages 
I've got from his journal, he's made notes about carvings in a temple he found, about a Garden of 
The Second Sun," Will couldn't stop his voice from shaking as he thought about him. "Dad must 
have been so excited — bet he was whistling his head off." He bowed his head as he was stabbed 
by a sudden pang of grief. 

Martha rubbed her hands together to rid them of the fungus, and came round the table to 
him. she patted him on the back. "You've got new family now," she said tenderly. "We're 
together, that's what counts." 

He raised his head and looked gratefully at her. 

"You could do with getting out of here for a while, and we could do with some fresh meat. 
I've been spooning broth into Elliott, but my stocks are running low. So why don't you gather up 
you kit, and tell Chester we'll be gone for a couple of hours. 


x x x x x 


Chester was none too happy that Will and Martha were leaving him alone with Elliott. 
"What happens if you don't come back or something?" he said. "What'll I do then?" 

"But Will was relieved to be out of the stockade, even if it was only for a short while. As 
Martha led him along one of the tunnels, some sprigs of Aniseed Fire tucked under her belt and 
her crossbow cocked he kicked out his legs, relishing the exercise. 

"Now keep the noise down," she warned him as they dropped into a new section of tunnel. 
"This is spider country." 

Then, a little further on, she raised her crossbow and slowed to a crawl. Will fell in behind 
her, trying to make out what was there. 

"Careful," she whispered as they crept towards a junction. Martha didn't seem concerned 
that Will was using the lantern, so he made no effort to dim it. 

Then he saw that a trap had been sprung — it was a net just like the one he'd been caught in. 
It was gathered up into a bundle and hung from the roof above, suspended by a single line. As 
they came nearer to it, Will could see the multiple legs protruding through the netting. 

"Got ourselves a catch," Martha whispered. 

Sure enough, there was a single spider-monkey inside it. Sensing their approach, it began to 
thrash its legs, sending the net bobbing up and down. 

"Whoa — that's gross. It stinks!" Will said, cupping his hand over his nose. 

They do that. It's a last resort when they're cornered," Martha told him, drawing out her 
knife. She walked around the bobbing animal, chose a spot and jabbed at it. It was instantly still. 

"That's rank!" Will said as he pinched his nose and wondered if he would ever be able to 
bring himself to eat the meat again. Then, as Martha untied the net, he became intrigued by the 
creature and let go of his nose. "Those eyes are incredible," he said, leaning over the spider- 
monkey to study the three circular reflective patches on its disc-like body. 

"They're not eyes — they're ears," Martha informed him. 

"Really?" 

"Yes — see the two small spines there above its fangs?" she said, indicating a pair of what 
Will had taken to be extra thick bristles with the tip of her knife. "They send out the screeching 
sound, which the ears pick up." 

"Really?" Will said again. "So it's like a bat?" 

"Just like a bat," Martha confirmed, "but Nathaniel also said they use them to sniff out 
injured or dying creatures." Putting away her knife, she rolled the dead spider into a sack. She 
passed this to Will to carry, and then took them on what was clearly a regular circuit as she 


checked more traps along the way. In no time at all, Will was lugging around three dead beasts 
on his back. 

Then they came to the wooden benches piled deep with old meat and body parts. "Hey, I 
recognize this place," Will said. 

"You certainly do," Martha replied as she took the sack from him and emptied out the dead 
spider-monkeys. Then she pulled a large sprig of Aniseed Fire from her belt, lit it and handed it 
to Will. "Wave it around. We've been lucky so far, but I'm not taking any risks with you here. 
They might swarm when I begin the cutting and they scent blood." 

Will did as he was told, passing the sprig in front of him, the movement causing the 
smoldering fronds to glow brightly as the smell of licorice flooded the cavern. 

"Sweeney Todd time," Martha said under her breath as she flipped the dead spiders onto the 
closest bench, then took hold of the murderous-looking cleaver. "You might want to take a few 
steps back," she warned Will as she raised her arm. "This can get messy." 


xX xX xX *% x 


On their return journey she announced they were going to make a slight detour. 

"Because it's dust puppy season," she informed him. 

Will didn't ask what she was talking about, thinking he'd find out soon enough. She led him 
to a large bank of soil steeped high against he tunnel wall. Will took some in his hand and rolled 
it between his fingertips — it was rich and loamy, the sort or soil a gardener would die for. He 
watched as Martha seemed to be looking for something, then fell on a small opening. She began 
to dig away at it, clawing the soil with her hands. 

She'd dug half a meter in when she suddenly let out a triumphant cry and plucked out a 
wriggling object, the size and color of a newborn piglet, from the soil. She held it up by the 
scruff of its neck so Will could see it clearly. It had a plump little body, with four stubby limbs, 
no discernible eyes, but tiny white-pink ears tucked back against its head. It looked like an 
overfed and bald hamster. It writhed and twitched as she continued to hold it up, its pale whiskers 
vacillating and its mouth opening, but not making any noise. 

"So that's a dust puppy," Will said in amazement. "Is it a baby?" 

"No, it's fully grown." 

"It sort of looks like a little Bartleby. A Bartleby kitten!" Will laughed, then blinked several 
times as she dangled it closer to him. He stepped back. "Jesus! It reeks too... smells of..." 

"Urine," Martha said. "Yes, their warrens are completely drenched in it. Somehow they can 
live with it." 

"It's so bloody strong, it's making my eyes water," Will said. "Does everything stink to high 
heaven down here?" 

"That's why the dust puppies are left alone — the smell protects them. But their meat is 
good... tastes like liver," she said. 

"I hate liver, and that smell's making me feel ill," he replied, the thought popping into his 
head that Martha was none too clean herself. He'd certainly never seen any evidence that she 
washed herself. 

As they returned to the shack, Will began to chuckle. 

"What is it?" Martha inquired. 

"I was thinking you'd better make sure Chester doesn't see any of this before you cook it," 
Will said, as he hoisted up the bloodstained sack he was carrying. "It'll put him off his food for 
weeks!" 


Dr. Burrows was becoming desperate. 


"It's no good — I need my drawing of the Burrows Stone to work out what all this means," 
he said, the small stone tablets spread out in front of him. 

"And where did you say it is, again?" the Rebecca twin asked as she walked slowly around 
him. 

"I told you — my journal was left behind at the top of the Pore," Dr. Burrows answered a 
little squeakily, indignant at the girl's constant inquisition. 

"How very careless of you," she said, tapping a foot impatiently. "But you said you could 
remember enough to get by," she snapped. 

"I said I hoped I could, he countered. He took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes, before 
replacing them again. "But I don't seem to be able to. And your constant interruptions aren't—" 

Rebecca made a move towards Dr. Burrows as if she might strike him, but froze as a high- 
pitched squeal filled the warm air. "Sounds like another of those spider things." She flicked her 
fingers at the Limiter. "Go deal with it," she ordered the ghostlike figure hovering behind her. 
The soldier brought up his spear — a makeshift weapon he'd fashioned by binding his scythe to 
the end of a fungal stalk — and slipped away soundlessly. 

"I don't understand... how is it you can speak to him like that?" Dr. Burrows dared to ask 
now they were alone. "He's a soldier." 

"Oh, he's much more than just a soldier. He's a Limiter... He's Hobb's Squad," she declared 
proudly to Dr. Burrows as she lowered herself into a sitting position in front of him. "Best, most 
fearless and most brutal fighters in the world. And you love your history, don't you? You 
probably think the Spartans were the toughest kids on the block?" 

"Well—" he began to answer with a small shrug. 

"Nah, they were boy scouts,” she said sneeringly. "You give me a full-strength battalion of 
Limiters, and London would be mine in a week." 

"Don't be so silly, Rebecca," Dr. Burrows stuttered. "Why do you say things like that?" 

"Just concentrate on the map, Daddy, so we can all go home," she said. "Because I do so 
miss my homey-womey," she added in a sickly little-girl voice. 

"You don't listen, do you? — I think these stones might be a guide down to somewhere, 
rather than showing us a way back," Dr. Burrows said. 

"I don't care — anywhere is better than here," she barked, her voice hard as steel. 

"And I also need to tie the map to something on the ground — I need to find a landmark 
down here which corresponds to an icon on the map itself." He swallowed noisily. "My throat is 
absolutely parched. Can I have something to drink?" 

Rebecca shook her head. "Let's try to make some progress first, shall we?" 

"But I'm thirsty," he complained. 

There was a whump sound and Dr. Burrows started as a pair of dead spider-monkeys landed 
by his side. "Oh... my... God," he said. "What are those? Some sort of spider? Arachnids?" 

"Little Miss Muffet sat on a tuffet, eating her curds and whey," the Rebecca twin recited. 
"Not that you ever found time to tell me nursery rhymes. You were always too busy hiding down 
in your stupid cellar with your stupid books." There had been genuine resentment in the Rebecca 
twin's voice and she glanced at the Limiter, almost embarrassed that she'd dropped her guard and 
revealed her emotions, human emotions. 

But Dr. Burrows hadn't heard what she said as he nervously regarded the twitching legs of 
the spiders. He edged back as blood leaked from the creatures' bodies, flowing in little crimson 
streams through the dust by his leg. 

"If you're thirsty, help yourself to some of that," she offered, absolutely unaffected by the 
sight of the grotesque creatures. Otherwise we can have some water with our evening meal," 
Rebecca said in a schoolmarmish voice. "But we need to press on with our homework first. 
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"Hiya," Chester said as he emerged from the shack and saw Will was lounging in one of the 
chairs on the porch. "Martha chucked me out. She's giving Elliott a wash." 

"How's she doing?" Will asked him. 

Yawning, Chester stretched his arms wide. "We managed to get some more broth down 
her," he said, then sank into the chair beside Will. "Martha's doing everything she can to keep her 
strength up." 

"That's good. But she's not getting any better, is she?" Will said. Chester shifted uneasily in 
response. Neither of them had voiced their concerns to each other that Elliott might actually die, 
just as Nathaniel had. The subject was almost taboo between them. 

"No," he said finally. 

For a while neither boy said anything as they gazed down the length of the garden, so deep 
in thought that they barely took in the display of colors which fluxed and pulsed in the air, like a 
scaled-down version of the Aurora Borealis. Will cleared his throat. "Um, Chester, something's 
been bothering me," he said. 

There was concern in Chester's eyes. "What is it, Will?" he asked. 

Will lowered his voice and looked in the direction of the door. "Martha's out of earshot, 
isn't she?" 

"She's still in with Elliott," Chester confirmed. "Tell me, what's the matter?" 

"Well," Will began uncertainly. "I know Martha's been brilliant, and she's doing everything 
she can for Elliott, but could we be doing more?" 

Chester shrugged. "Like what?" 

"We've been here for weeks now, and we've become so reliant on Martha that we haven't 
even considered that there might be someone else around who could help Elliott — really help 
her," Will said. 

"But Martha says—" Chester started. 

"I know what Martha says," Will cut across him. "But we don't really know her, do we? 
What if there are other people down here, with medicine, or someone like Imago, who could help 
Elliott?" 

Chester looked at him blankly. "But why on earth would Martha keep that from us?" he 
asked. 

"Because she's basically a lonely old woman, who all of a sudden has got a couple of stand- 
ins for her dead son," Will said. 

"That's harsh." 

"Yes, but it's also true," Will replied. "Don't you ever kind of get the feeling that we're 
prisoners here? Martha tells us there's no one else in these parts, and we shouldn't risk going 
outside by ourselves because of the spiders, and how it's too dangerous to take us to see the ships 
her son found, and that there's no way back up to the Deeps, and nothing down below..." He 
paused to draw breath. "I reckon she's doing everything she can to keep us right here." He 
tapped his index finger against the arm of his chair to emphasize the point. 

Will was watching Chester intensely, trying to see if any of what he was saying was raising 
a doubt in his friend's mind. 

Chester gave a small nod. "So, if what you're saying is true, what then?" he asked. "We 
ditch Martha and trog off into the darkness? We drag a sick girl out of her bed in the hope that 
we might just bump into someone?" 

Will blew through his lips. "Maybe I'm completely wrong and it would all be some terrible 
mistake, but I think we both know how this is going to turn out, don't we?" 

Chester didn't answer. 


"Come on, Chester, if we don't do anything the same thing that happened to Martha's son is 
going to happen to our friend. She's going to die. We shouldn't kid ourselves about that," Will 
said. "And maybe — just maybe — we can take Elliott with us and get some help for her. 

Maybe we could find a way back up the Pore, and contact Drake or something, or one of the other 
renegades." 

Chester banged his head against the back of the chair. "Christ, I don't know, Will," he 
murmured. 

"We've got nothing to lose, have we? Or rather, Elliott's got nothing to lose, has she?" Will 
said desperately. 


Over the next week, Elliott showed no sign of improvement. Will, Chester and Martha 
watched her, fed her and tried to keep her temperature down, and on the occasions the boys were 
alone neither one of them brought up the subject of leaving again. 

It was as if an oppressive pressure had descended over the shack, one in which it was wrong 
to laugh or to permit themselves to have fun because their friend's future hung in the balance, and 
that was all that mattered. The boys spoke in muted tones even when away from the shack, as if 
they might somehow disturb Elliott. The atmosphere even seemed to affect Bartleby, who spent 
most of the day sleeping in front of the hearth or scratching around in the land at the rear of the 
shack, sometimes giving himself dust baths. 

When he wasn't on 'Elliott duty', as he and Chester called it, Will continued to play chess 
against himself. He also set himself the task of putting the pages of his father's journal in order 
the best he could. It was important to Will because they were his father's legacy, and it was his 
duty to preserve them in case he ever made it back to the surface again. 

Many of the pages were badly creased, but Will smoothed these out, weighting them down 
to flatten them. Where Dr. Burrows' writing or sketches were faint because they had been 
immersed in water, Will meticulously traced over them to make them more legible. When he had 
finished, he laid out all the pages on the floor, trying to see if there was anything he could glean 
from them. But try as he might, the strange letters and hieroglyphs recorded by his father were 
meaningless to him and didn't offer up anything useful. 

While he'd been making an inventory of what kit remained in his rucksack, he'd come across 
his camera. Amazed to find it still worked, he now put it to use, taking a few snaps of the journal 
pages before placing them carefully in one of the map chests. He figured they'd be safe from the 
damp there, and from Martha, who was in the habit of bunging anything vaguely combustible on 
the fire to keep it going. 

Then he went to one of his favorite haunts — a small outbuilding which housed a multitude 
of items that Martha's son had brought back from his expeditions. The hut was crammed with 
trunks of nautical oddments, and Will was in his element as he opened them and sifted through 
their contents. He tried not to rush the task, rationing himself to one or two trunks at a time so 
that he had something to look forward to every day. Much of it was just scrap metal, such as iron 
brackets, thick pins that looked like they'd been made by a blacksmith, pulleys, and even some 
cannonballs. 

But in amongst all this, Will found a huge ship's compass. And in the same trunk there was 
a battered leather case, inside which he discovered a rather wonderful brass telescope. Will 
couldn't believe his luck. He immediately took it to the front of the shack to try it out. Although 
it wasn't much good either in the darkness or the limited confines of the strangely colored garden, 
Will didn't care. As he handled it, his imagination was filled with thoughts of the seafaring 
people who had once used it, and might also have been responsible for building the shack. 

At the bottom of another trunk he also found a stethoscope. It was made from a dull silver 
metal and black plastic or rubber, which showed not the slightest sign of deteriorization. To 


Will's eye it looked very modern. He used it to listen to his own heartbeat, then chucked it back 
into the trunk, to giving it a further thought as he continued his search for more exotic objects. 
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On her way back from work, Mrs. Burrows dropped into the local newsagent's to pick up an 
evening paper. She had taken a part-time position with a firm of solicitors, where she did some 
reception work, typing and general filing. It wasn't as if she needed the money, as the sale of the 
family home had brought in much more than she'd anticipated, but the job gave her a sense of 
purpose again, and she enjoyed the company of the other people in the office. And as she only 
worked a couple of days a week, she had time to continue with her own investigations, and also to 
keep the pressure on the police to come up with results. 

As she paid for her newspaper, she noticed that the shopkeeper was staring at her. 

"Hope you don't mind me asking this, but are you Dr. Burrows' wife?" he ventured. 

Mrs. Burrows didn't reply immediately, studying the man's face to see if there was anything 
in it that suggested hostility. After the incident outside the employment agency, she had grown 
chary of local people. She was only too aware of the looks she received while she was out 
shopping or on her way to her gym. 

"Yes," she replied eventually. "I'm Celia Burrows." 

"Ah, good. Then I have these for him," the shopkeeper said, ducking below the counter and 
producing a sizeable pile of magazines. He began to go through it. "Curators' Month... one... 
two... er, three copies," he said, putting them in front of Mrs. Burrows. Without looking at her, he 
continued to speak. "I took the liberty of canceling his orders after a couple of months... but there 
are also three copies of Excavation Today, and some—" 

"You know he's gone... he's gone missing,” Mrs. Burrows blurted. 

The man's expression turned to embarrassment, and he found it difficult to meet Mrs. 
Burrows’ gaze as he shuffled the remaining magazines. "I know, but I thought you might like 
them for..." he tailed off. 

"For when he comes back?" Mrs. Burrows finished for him. She was about to add, "I don't 
think that's going to happen," but decided it wouldn't be wise. The way public sentiment was 
against her, it might be taken the wrong way, and this man too might jump to the conclusion that 
she knew more than she was letting on. So, instead, she took some notes from her purse and 
thrust them at the shopkeeper. "Look, it's all right, just give them to me. I'll pay for them now." 
The shopkeeper sorted out her change in the uncomfortable silence that followed. Without 
waiting for him to put them in a bag, she snatched them from the counter and left the shop. 

As she stepped outside, there was a flash of lightning followed by the rumble of thunder. 
"Great timing," she muttered as a heavy rain began to fall. She used one of the magazines to 
shield her head from the downpour. As she struggled up the High Street, the glossy covers of the 
other magazines became more and more slippery, and kept sliding from under her arm. She'd just 
dropped them for the second time when she spied a litter bin close by. "Sorry, Roger," she said as 
she heaved them all into it. 

Hurrying along, she swore as the rain showed no sign of letting up. She'd stopped at the 
curb to check for traffic before crossing the road, when she happened to look back in the direction 
she'd just come. 

"What the hell!" she exclaimed. 

With their backs to her, two men were standing around the bin into which she'd thrown the 
magazines. She could see that they were carefully taking the magazines out, and scrutinizing the 
covers, before putting them, one by one, into a suitcase. The men were both stockily built and 
were wearing dark-colored jackets with some kind of curious shoulder mantle — they looked like 
something from a different time. 

For some reason, possibly because she'd been upset by the incident in the shop, she was 
gripped by a precipitant anger. 


She had no idea who these men were. Too well dressed to be tramps, Mrs. Burrows 
thought. Her first guess was that they were lorry drivers — not from England but from the 
Continent, because of their unusual garb. On the spur of the moment, she began to yell, breaking 
into a run towards them. 

"What are you doing? Leave those alone!" 

Although she'd thrown the magazines away, they had been so much part of her husband's 
life in the old days and so important to him, it felt wrong that anyone else should help themselves 
to them. Mrs. Burrows knew she was being irrational — it wasn't as if she needed any more of 
Dr. Burrows’ junk, her flat was stuffed with his possessions as it was. But if he wasn't around to 
read them, she didn't want anyone else to get them either. And she certainly didn't want them 
snaffled by people who wouldn't have her husband's appreciation for them. 

"Bloody leave them alone! They're Roger's! Buy your own bloody magazines!" she 
shrieked. Through the rain she could see that both men had on flat caps and, as one of the men 
reacted to her shouts and slowly swiveled towards her, she could make out that he was wearing 
dark sunglasses. That made no sense at that time of day, with the light almost gone. With 
another flash of lightning, she saw his face clearly. His skin was startlingly white. She skidded 
to ahalt. "Those pallid men," she whispered, immediately recalling her husband's description 
from his journal. 

Both men were regarding her now. She was close enough to see their wide jaws and grim- 
set mouths. The one holding the suitcase clapped it shut, and they started to stride determinedly 
towards her, completely in step with one another. Mrs. Burrows' anger immediately turned to 
fear. There was no doubt in her mind that they were coming for her. 

She glanced quickly around the High Street to see if there was anyone who could help, but 
the rain seemed to have emptied it of people. She turned and ran, her shoes sliding on the wet 
pavement. She scoured the shops for anywhere she could take refuge, but of course Clarke's had 
closed down and it was far too late for the Golden Spoon café to still be open. There was nothing 
for it but to get across the road and take the side street in the direction of her flat. She would be 
safe there. 

As she ran, the pounding on the pavement behind her was getting louder, and it was as if her 
fear opened up a remote corner of her mind. She suddenly remembered the incident from the 
previous year when three men had forced a lock on the French windows of the sitting room and 
broken in. It had happened at a time when Mrs. Burrows was in the clutches of a chronic 
depression, spending nearly every hour of the day asleep in her favorite chair in front of the 
television. 

She'd surprised the intruders and they'd dragged her out into the hall. Then she'd surprised 
them some more. With the almost superhuman strength of someone not in their right mind, she'd 
walloped the intruders about their heads with a frying pan. They'd been scared off. The verdict 
from the police was that the thieves must have been watching the house from the Common, and 
that they were after the usual — the television, mobile phones and any cash lying around the 
place. 

But now, as these men pursued her, something in the way they carried themselves recalled 
to mind the intruders of that night. 

As she reached Jekyll Street there was a loud peal of thunder, and she hared across the road 
to the opposite pavement. She didn't see the approaching car until it was too late. She heard the 
squeal of brakes and tires sliding across the wet tarmac as the car slewed to a halt. Blinded by the 
headlights, she threw her arms around her head. The front bumper struck her, and she went over. 

In an instant, the driver was out of the car and at her side. 

"Jeez, I didn't see you! You just stepped out!" he said. "Are you hurt?" 

Mrs. Burrows was sitting up now, her wet hair in her face as she peered over her shoulder to 
look for the strange men. 

"Where are they?" she mumbled. 


"Does it hurt anywhere? Do you think you can walk?" the driver asked, his voice full of 
concern. 

She pushed her hair back, seeing the driver clearly for the first time. It was the bearded 
American from the library. "I know you," she said. 

The man crinkled one corner of his mouth as he squatted by her, his dark eyes searching her 
face. "You do?" he asked. 

"Ben... something." 

"Yeah," he said, quizzically. "Ben Wilbrahams." 

"Yes. Mr. Ashmi in the town archives said I should talk to you. I'm Celia Burrows," she 
told him. 

He frowned, then his eyebrows rose in an arc above his wire-rimmed glasses. "So that 
would make you Dr. Burrows' wife," he said as Mrs. Burrows got to her feet, wincing as she tried 
to put weight on her left leg. 

"I think I've sprained my ankle," she said. 

"Look, you're completely drenched and I live just along from here — at the end of Jekyll 
Street. The least I can do is to make sure you're all right." 


x x x x x 


Ben Wilbrahams lived in an imposing wide-fronted Victorian house. He gave Mrs. Burrows 
a hand into the hall and from there into the sitting room. He sat her down on the sofa and lit a fire 
in the hearth. Fetching a towel so she could dry herself off, he went off to make them coffee. 
Mrs. Burrows limped over to the wide marble fireplace, taking in the old paintings in the room — 
mostly landscapes and classically English. With its high ceilings the room was impressively 
large, running the full length of the house. Still drying her hair, she hobbled a few steps towards 
the garden end of the room. Even though it was in darkness, she could make out a number of 
large boards set up on easels. 

She found a light switch and turned it on. There were six boards in total, on which were 
pinned a mass of maps and countless numbers of small cards covered in neatly written notes. But 
the farthest board consisted only of photographs, and one of these photographs made her do a 
double take. She hopped over to it. It was a small black-and-white photograph of Dr. Burrows. 

"That's from the Highfield museum website," Ben said as he entered the room carrying a 
tray with cups and a cafetière of fresh coffee on it. "They haven't updated it yet." 

"Did you ever meet him?" Mrs. Burrows asked. "My husband, Roger?" 

"No, never had the pleasure," Ben Wilbrahams replied, noticing Mrs. Burrows' interest in 
the other photographs pinned around the one of her husband. There was a color photograph of a 
smiling family on which had been written The Watkins Family. 

"The people in all those other pictures, they all went missing too," Ben Wilbrahams said, 
setting the tray down. 

"So what is all this? What precisely are you up to here?" Mrs. Burrows asked suspiciously, 
as she hopped over to another board. She leant on the back of a chair for support as she examined 
a map of Highfield, which was peppered with red stickers. 

"You're not a journalist or a writer or anything like that?" he asked, narrowing his eyes in a 
less than serious way. 

"Not yet," Mrs. Burrows replied. 

"Good, because I don't want anyone stealing my ideas," he said. "I came across to England 
five years ago to write and direct an episode of a new cable TV series called Victorian Gothic. 
My episode was about London's cemeteries, and when it was finished, I never went home. That's 
what I do — I make films, and documentaries." 

"Really," Mrs. Burrows said, impressed. She thought back to her own television career and 
how much she had given up when she and Dr. Burrows adopted Will. 


Ben Wilbrahams pushed down the plunger on the cafetiére. "At the moment I'm doing some 
general research on Highfield, and all the crazy — or maybe not so crazy — stories that 
fascinated your husband too." 

"Why don't you tell me about them?" Mrs. Burrows said. 


x x x x x 


Will sat up and rubbed his eyes, convinced he'd heard a bell ringing. If he really had heard 
one, he could only think it was the bell on the barricade. 

From the chaise longue, where he had been sleeping, he watched Bartleby, who seemed to 
have been roused too. The cat had been curled up in his favorite place at the fireside, but was 
now glancing lazily at the garden outside. He let his head sink slowly to the rug again, and 
promptly went back to sleep. As Bartleby appeared to be so relaxed, Will told himself he must 
have dreamt it. He lay down again, also intending to go back to sleep. 

Just then Chester, all in a fluster, burst in from the side room, where he'd been watching 
over Elliott. 

"Well, don't just lie there!" he shouted. 

"Huh?" Will said drowsily. 

"The bell! You must have heard it." 

Will hauled himself from the chaise longue to join Chester at the front door. 

"Are you sure it was the bell?" Will asked, as they both looked down the path towards the 
barricade. 

"Absolutely." 

"It might be Martha," Will suggested. "Maybe she went outside to check the traps." 

Chester didn't need to reply — Will's question was answered as, without a word, Martha 
barged between them and launched herself down the front steps. Still dressed in the ankle-length, 
dirty white gown she usually slept in, she'd clearly got up in a hurry. But she also had her 
crossbow in her hands and, as she stormed down the path, she cocked it and drew a bolt from her 
quiver. 

"Looks like she's expecting trouble," Chester observed. 

Reaching the barricade, she checked through the peephole in the door. With a quick glance 
in the boys’ direction, she unbolted the door and flung it open. As she took a step through the 
opening, her crossbow was trained on something, and she looked tense. 

"What could have rung the bell like that?" Will pondered. "Spider-monkeys?" 

"Shh!" Chester hissed. "I think she's talking to someone." 

"Martha never stops talking," Will replied. "Even if there's no one there." 

"Will!" Martha suddenly cried out. "Get down here! Somebody's asking for you." 

The boys exchanged bemused looks. 

"Says she's your sister," Martha added. 

"Jesus Christ! I don't believe it!" Chester exploded, thumping the doorjamb. "Your bloody 
sister! Those foul murdering cows have followed us here!" He turned and dashed inside the 
shack, but Will was already making his way down the path to the main gate, racked with 
curiosity, and dread. 

Martha didn't look up from her crossbow, her lips tight as she spoke. "Know her?" 

Will poked his head cautiously outside the doorway. 

It was Rebecca! 

One of the twins was standing there, her hands clasped before her and her fingers 
interlocked. Her face was streaked with filth and shiny with tears. 

"Oh, Will," she croaked as soon as she saw him. "Help me. Please... please help me." 

Will was speechless. 


"She's wearing a Limiter's uniform," Martha spat, her fingers clenched so tightly around the 
crossbow that her joints were white. "She's a Styx." 

Will found his voice. "Yes... a Styx. I told you she was a Styx," he said to Martha. Then he 
spoke to the Rebecca twin. "What is this? Why've you come here?" 

"Oh, Will," the lame twin pleaded. "You've got to help me. She threw me down the Pore." 

"Are you by yourself? Are there any other Styx with you?" Will demanded, as his brain 
kicked into gear. He scanned the gloom behind the girl. "Her sister might be here, or more Styx. 
This might be a trap," he said in a rush to Martha. 

With her crossbow still aimed on the girl, Martha advanced towards her. She stopped, then 
glanced quickly both ways along the tunnel. "Seems clear," she whispered. 

The Rebecca twin had shrunk back a couple of steps as Martha approached, and Wills aw 
that from the way she was moving there was something wrong with her leg. She also seemed 
absolutely petrified by Martha. She began to babble at Will. "I'm alone... she's not here... my 
sister... she threw me down the Pore." 

"On your knees, and put your hands on your head," Martha barked. 

"My sister... she... she pushed me down the Pore," the Rebecca twin continued to babble as 
she did what Martha told her. 

"Why would she do that?" Will asked. 

"I wouldn't go along with her any more. She's mad... I told her I wouldn't be part of it." 
Rebecca was crying openly now, her slim shoulders quaking. "She's just sick, Will. She made 
me do those things. She made me do everything. I had to — she threatened to kill me, so many 
times." Her hands on top of her head, Rebecca peered up at Will, her raven hair scattered over 
her face. 

"You must think we're complete idiots!" Chester yelled. Will hadn't even been aware that he 
was there. "You lying little cow!" He was so crazed with fury that spittle was flying from his 
mouth as he yelled. Then he whipped up his rifle and aimed it straight at the kneeling girl. 

"No! Chester!" Will screamed, reaching for him. Will managed to knock the rifle just as it 
discharged. The bullet cracked against the rock somewhere behind Rebecca. Whimpering, she 
flung herself onto her side, her face buried in the dirt. 

Chester was working the rifle bolt so he could take a second shot. In the heat of the 
moment, Will pushed him hard in the chest. He was so surprised at Will's intervention that he 
relaxed his grip on the rifle, allowing Will to grab it away from him. 

"What are you doing? Give it back to me!" Chester demanded. He hunched his shoulders 
like a rugby player about to charge. 

"Steady, Chester," Will said, holding the rifle across his body, ready to fend off the boy if he 
had to. 

"She's a Styx," Will heard Martha growl. Will whipped his head around just in time to see 
what she was intending to do. Acting on pure instinct, he jabbed at Martha's crossbow with the 
rifle stock. It was enough to deflect the bolt, which swished into the shingle. It had missed the 
prone girl's trembling body by a whisker. 

"God! Both of you — stop!" Will shouted. "Just stop!" 

Chester and Martha were both facing him now, and from their expressions he truly thought 
they might go through him to get at the Styx girl. 

"What's wrong with you? You nearly shot her!" he cried. 

Chester's voice was cold and low. "Yeah, that's right. Too bloody right." 

"But—" Will began. 

"But what? You weren't in the Hold. You didn't go through what I did," he said. He jabbed 
his finger at the Rebecca twin. That little tramp was there when they were beating me! And she 
beat me, too. She was laughing like it was all some big joke." He glared at the girl. "Well, I've 
got a punch line I'd really like to try on her!" 


Will pulled himself up to his full height. "We can't just kill her, not here, and not like this. 
She might be telling the—" 

"The truth? That it wasn't her, it was all her sister?" Chester interrupted. "Come on, Will, 
get real. They're both exactly the same, they're both evil. What about Cal, Tam, your granny? 
Are you forgetting that these psychos slaughtered them? And what about all the other people they 
killed? She has to die." 

"I'm not going to let you do it," Will said. Releasing the magazine from the rifle and 
working the bolt to make sure the chamber was empty, he threw the weapon back to Chester. 
"Not in cold blood." 

"Why not?" Chester rasped. "You're with me on this, aren't you, Martha?" 

Martha nodded. "All the way. You need to finish her," she urged Will. 

"No," Will said, his voice breaking with the strain of the confrontation. "No. We're not like 
them. Killing her makes us just like them.” 

Chester fixed Will with a stony glare, then spat at the Styx girl before he stomped off back 
inside the barricade. 

Martha stood motionless, holding her crossbow as if she was thinking about re-cocking it. 
"So," she said to Will, "let me get this straight. This is one of the twins you spoke about, one of 
the fakes who pretended to be your sister and has done everything she can to make your life a 
living hell... to hunt you down and kill you. And you're prepared to let her off scot-free?" 

Will ran his hand over his long white hair several times, as if he was at a complete loss as to 
how to answer. "I... I really don't know, but... but we should hear what she has to say." 

Martha shook her head, and smiled sourly. "Make me a promise, Will." 

"What?" 

"Let her say her bit — and after you've heard all her lies — you'll bring her back out here 
again, and finish her off yourself?" 

us (ee Pee " Will stuttered. 

"This is how it starts." Martha suddenly looked extremely weary, her head drooping. "The 
Black Heads worm their way in and before you know it, you'll wake up with one of the bastards 
standing over you with a knife." She took a deep breath and stared hard into Will's eyes. "I hope 
you know what you're doing, dearie." 

Will looked confused. "No, I don't. [really don't," he admitted. He heard the Styx girl's 
sobs and turned to where she lay. "Get up, Rebecca or whatever your name is. You're coming 
with us." 

The girl didn't move. 

"I said get up! " 

She scrambled to her feet, shaking with fear, her large frightened eyes on Will. 

"Martha?" Will said. 

"Yes," she answered, her scornful gaze burning into the pitiful Styx girl. 

"I found some leg irons in the stuff Nathaniel brought back from the galleon." 

"Now you're talking,” Martha snarled, seizing Rebecca's arm and twisting it behind her 
back. Then she shoved her roughly through the doorway and towards the shack. 

Will paused for a moment to search the darkness outside before he shut and locked the door 
of the barricade. 

Unseen by him, a Limiter slipped away, his mission accomplished. He swung his makeshift 
spear in front of him, ready to dispatch any further spiders unlucky enough to cross his path. 
"Child's play,” he said in a gravelly voice as he sped down the tunnel to rendezvous with his 
comrade. This may have been because he already knew the lie of the land as well as he knew the 
lattice of scars on the back of his hand, or because the spiders and the other fauna he'd 
encountered so far were so easily dealt with, it just wasn't true. 
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Chester came out onto the porch holding a mug. He lowered himself into the empty chair 
next to Will and made a long ‘humph' noise as he crossed his legs. 

"All right?" Will inquired tentatively. 

"S'pose," Chester mumbled in reply, not looking at his friend. "Will... it 
throwing him a brief glance before taking a large sip from his mug. 

"What?" Will responded, knowing only too well what was coming. 

Chester's drink was evidently much hotter than he'd been expecting, and he had to take a 
couple of rapid breaths to cool his mouth before he could answer. When he did, his speech was 
clipped with anger. "That twin put us through hell... and you just let her off, like it was nothing." 

"I haven't let her off," Will countered. "It's just—" 

"It's just what? " Chester said, growing even more heated. "Come on, Will! You're acting 
like a... I don't know... like a complete wimp!" 

"No, I'm not,” Will objected, doing his best to keep his voice even. 

"Well, I think you're making the biggest mistake of your life." Chester looked thoughtful 
fora moment. "Well, one of them anyway." 

"Look, Chester, it's like this," Will said, as he massaged his forehead, trying to alleviate the 
throbbing headache that had come on after the incident. "It would have been the easiest thing in 
the world for me to let you and Martha kill her." 

"Yeah, so why didn't you?" Chester challenged him. 

"Because afterwards you'd have regretted it. Haven't you had a bellyful of all the killing? If 
we'd finished off the twin we'd be no different from her and all the other Styx. We can't let 
ourselves sink that low." 

"Don't you dare compare us with them," Chester said, outraged. "We're the good guys." 

"Not if we shoot twelve-year-old girls in the face, we're not," Will said. 

Chester clicked his tongue against his teeth. "Aren't you forgetting that she's bloody 
dangerous? What if her sister's outside that barricade, with a soddin' army of Limiters? What if 
they're waiting for a sign from her before they storm this place and kill us all? What then?" 
Chester snorted through his nostrils like an irate bull, although he was talking without shouting 
now. 

"Why wait? They could do it any time they wanted," Will reasoned. 

Chester waved his hand through the air as if brushing Will's answer aside, then he changed 
tack. "And as for sparing the Rebecca twin, what's that expression? Live by the sword—" 

"—die by the sword," Martha interjected as she came onto the porch and deposited a metal 
plate on the floor by Will. "Here's your prisoner's food." As she promptly returned inside, Will 
noticed she had her crossbow slung over her back. It was clear that she was as nervous as Chester 
about more Styx showing up. 

Will regarded the plate but didn't make a move towards it. "Don't you think I want revenge 
too, Chester? For God's sake, look at what they did to Cal, Uncle Tam, my real mum, and 
Granny Macaulay. And if they'd looked after my dad, he might still be alive today. But shooting 
the twin isn't... isn't the answer." He thumped the arm of Chester's chair. "You're not listening to 
me. Look at me, will you?" 

"What?" Chester asked, as he met Will's resolute gaze. 

"You've got to believe me when I say this — I have not forgiven her. Not for a single 
bloody second." 

Chester gave a small nod. 

Will got to his feet and collected the plate of food. "And you never know — perhaps she 
can help us. Perhaps she knows a way out of the Pore — so we can get Elliott some medicine. If 
we'd just killed the twin, she wouldn't have been able to tell us." 
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s..." he began, 


"You might have a point," Chester conceded. "So ask her for three tickets on the express 
train back to Highfield, will you?" He rubbed his nose with the back of his hand, as he added, 
"First Class." 

"TI do that." Will was so relieved that he and Chester hadn't fallen out over the situation. 
The last thing he wanted was for them to be at loggerheads again — he'd had enough of that in 
the Deeps to last him a lifetime. "And Chester, I'm sorry I pushed you like that and grabbed the 
rifle away from you." 

"Sure," Chester said. 

Will started down the front steps, then turned to his friend. 

"By the way, did you just burn your gob on that tea?" he said, breaking into a grin. 

"Get out of here!" Chester laughed. 


x x x x x 


Rebecca was being kept in the dry-log store, the sturdiest of the outbuildings at the rear of 
the shack. Martha was taking absolutely no chances and had supervised Will as he patted the 
twin down for any weapons, then placed shackles around her ankles, each secured with a massive 
padlock. As if this wasn't enough, Martha looped a heavyweight length of chain around the 
manacles and one of the huge beams at the four corners of the shack — there was no way the girl 
was going anywhere. 

"Twins," Will said under his breath as he carried the plate over to the hut. Even though he'd 
seen it with his own eyes at the top of the Pore, he had to keep reminding himself there were 
actually two Rebeccas. They'd been taking turns to spy on him, one on, one off, for all those 
years in Highfield. It didn't really matter which of them this was, as they seemed to be 
indistinguishable. 

As he entered, Rebecca was sitting cross-legged on the dirt floor, her head hung low. She 
looked up as she heard him. Her hair — which he'd never known to be anything but perfectly 
groomed — was all over the place, and her face was daubed with filth. Will was actually quite 
alarmed by her disheveled state — in all those years in Highfield, she'd never once let her 
standards slip. 

Back in the Colony they wore the Styx uniform of a black dress topped by a white collar, a 
uniform that gave them an aura of immense power and authority. As he regarded the sorry- 
looking specimen before him now in her torn Limiter fatigues, she didn't appear to be quite so 
powerful or commanding any more. Whichever Little Miss Perfect this was, she had fallen a long 
way. 

Cautiously, as if he was approaching a highly dangerous animal, he placed the plate on the 
ground before her, then stepped back. 

"Thank you, Will," she said meekly. "And thank you for what you did out there. You saved 
my life. I knew I could count on you." 

"Don't!" Will snapped, holding his hand up. "I don't want your gratitude." 

"Okay," Rebecca said quietly, poking at the food on the plate. "But I hope you believe me, 
Will. I was forced to do what my sister and the Styx told me. If I'd refused, they'd have tortured 
or executed me, or both. You've no idea what it's been like, living in fear for so long." 

"Oh, I don't know — you and your people have given me a pretty good idea," Will said, his 
face expressionless. 

"It wasn't up to me, Will." 

"Leave it out!" he flared up, his face turning bright red as his temper snapped. "What? Do 
you expect me to just take your word for everything? I'm not that stupid!" 

"I was following orders," she said, quailing at his outburst. "You have to believe me, Will." 

"Oh, fine, let's just be brother and sister again. We can play happy bloody families, just like 
we used to," he snarled mockingly. "Say what you like, you're wasting your breath." As he 


spoke, vivid memories of their previous life in Highfield ran through his mind. Time after time, 
in the way that only a younger sibling can, Rebecca would needle him until he blew his top — 
exactly what she wanted him to do. And now, as his heart beat rapidly and he breathed shallow 
breaths, it was as though nothing had changed, despite all the terrible events he'd been through 
since those days. 

Bartleby pranced in, his tail swishing. He made straight for Rebecca and sat himself smartly 
next to her. She scooped some of the dark meat from the plate and offered it to him. Will's anger 
gave way to surprise as the cat took it from her without any hesitation at all, as if he knew and 
trusted her. Rebecca noticed Will's frown. 

"I nursed him in the Colony,” she explained. "Bartleby was in a real state when we brought 
him home." She gave the cat another handful of the meat, carelessly dripping the gravy over her 
ragged Limiter's jacket. 

How very un-Rebecca-like, Will thought to himself. 

Bartleby purred as he gulped down the food. "Cupboard love," Rebecca pronounced, 
peering up at Will. 

"I have some questions for you," he said. "And if I think you're lying to me, I'll turn you 
over to Chester and Martha. Got that?" 

She gave a single nod. 

"Are you really down here by yourself?" 

"Yes," she replied unequivocally. 

"So your sister's not with you? Or any other Styx?" 

"Im totally alone," she confirmed. 

"And you fell down the Pore, same as we did?" 

"I was pushed down it," she said. 

Will wasn't certain, but he thought he saw her lower lip tremble, as if she might be about to 
cry, but then she helped herself to some food. 

"We have to find a way out of the Pore. Elliott's in a bad way — she needs a doctor," he 
said. 

"I'm sorry to hear that," but I don't know how to get back," she answered immediately. 

"What about the Dr. Jaybo story?" Will shot at the girl. "Did he really climb out?" 

"Yes, he did, though nobody knew how he did it," she replied. "I was told Dad asked to see 
his drawings, but was refused permission." 

Will bristled. As far as he was concerned, she had forfeited any right to call Dr. Burrows 
her father. She sensed his annoyance, her whole body appearing to sag as if she was suddenly 
overcome by grief. "I miss him too, you know," she murmured. "I did my best to make sure he 
was left alone when he was in the Colony." 

"You saw him there?" 

"I wasn't allowed to. Oh, Will, I wish I could have done more for him." 

Closing his eyes, Will pressed his eyelids with his fingertips. His headache didn't seem to 
be getting any better. He longed to go back to the shack and bury himself in the oblivion of sleep, 
somewhere he could shut all this out. 

"You have to believe me, Will — I was forced to do all those things, all those awful things. 
I had no alternative." 

Will finally opened his eyes. 

"How can I convince you I'm telling the truth?" she asked. 

Will shrugged. 

"What if I were to give you this?" she said. She pulled at the shirt collar around her neck 
with her gravy-stained fingers then lifted out a thin cord on which hung two small glass phials. 
"What if I give you Dominion and the vaccine, as a gesture of good faith?" With a flick of her 
wrist, she snapped the cord and offered the phials to Will. "Here, take them. They're the only 
specimens we had, and... and now they're yours." 


Unspeaking, he reached over to take the phials, then held them up by the light so he could 
examine the clear fluid in them. "How do I know if it's really Dominion?" he finally asked. 

"Because it is," she said with a small shrug. Her leg irons rattled as she shifted her position 
in the dirt so she could see Will without straining her neck. 

"But why would you and your sister have these in the first place? Why you?" 

"Because we're important," she said casually. 

"What do you mean?" 

"I'm sure you gathered in the Colony that we don't have family units, not like Topsoilers do. 
When my father lost his life at the hands of your uncle Tam—" 

"The Crawfly?" Will interrupted. "So he was your father!" 

For an instant Rebecca's eyes were suffused with a fiery light, as if she was about to release 
an incandescent fury on Will. He knew then that by repeating the unpleasant nickname that 
Uncle Tam and his gang had bestowed upon him, he'd insulted her dead father. But she blinked, 
and quickly looked away from Will. She was calm and collected when she resumed. "It was left 
to my sister and me to see the purge through with out grandfather. That's why we had the phials." 

"Purge? What do you mean?" Will asked. 

"Our plot to release Dominion Topsoil, to carry out the word of the Book of Catastrophes." 

As Will racked his brains, trying to remember if he'd seen her grandfather or heard anything 
about him during his time in the Colony, a question leapt out at him. "At the Pore, you and your 
sister each had a phial. So how did you manage to come by both of these," he quizzed her. 

"She gave me hers for safekeeping. The one with the black wax on the stopper is the virus. 
The other — with the white wax — is the antidote." 

"Hold on," he said. "That doesn't make sense. If you had both of the phials, why did she 
push you down the Pore? Why would she do something as dumb as that?" he asked, thinking he'd 
caught the twin out. 

"Because we were having a flaming row. We fought, and she must have been so mad with 
me, she didn't stop to think about the phials," Rebecca said, without a moment's hesitation. 

"What were you fighting about?" 

"I told you already — after you and the others were blasted over the edge, I was upset. I 
said to her that I couldn't go along with her plans any longer. That I'd had all the killing I could 
take. She went crazy." 

"How do I know if you're telling the truth — what if your sister and grandfather still have 
some of the virus left, and they're going ahead with the plot while we're stuck down here?" 

"They don’t. The virus you've got in that phial is all we had of it, and all that's needed for a 
full-blown pandemic." 

"But why don't they just make some more?" Will asked, staring intently at the black-topped 
phial. 

"It's not that simple. They might try to re-engineer it, but it will take time to produce the 
same strain — months, possibly years. Anyway, whether or not you choose to believe me, I 
swear to you that phial is all there is." She paused, wiping her face with her filthy hand. "So now 
you have the key." 

"I have?" Will said. 

"Sure." Rebecca's jet-black eyes were supremely confident as she answered. "Deliver those 
specimens to the right people on the surface and they'll be able to vaccinate the Topsoil 
population. Then if, by some miracle, more virus is manufactured and the purge is restaged, it 
won't have any effect — none at all. You have the power to stop Dominion in its tracks." 

"Yeah, that's all great, but how on earth do I get this to the surface?" Will asked. 

"You'll figure it out, Will. You were always clever like that. And when you do, you've got 
to take me with you," Rebecca said, "because I can be useful to you. I can tell people the whole 
story." Then she gave a deep sigh, glancing at Bartleby who was napping by her side. "And I 
know there's no way you'll ever believe me, but I miss Dad so much. He was my father too." 


"Hurry it up, you stupid old fart," the Rebecca twin said under her breath. 

"Did you say something?" Dr. Burrows asked, with a nervous glance at the Limiter prowling 
in tight circles round him as he tried to work on a translation of one of the tablets. 

"No, nothing," she replied innocently. "How's it going — nearly finished?" 

"Hah!" he exclaimed. "You're asking me to do the impossible. All I've made out so far in 
these inscriptions is something about seven—" 

"Seven what?" she cut in. 

"I don't know. I can read the word seven or seventh, but I don't know what it's in relation to. 
This is really hard going — I can get a handful of words, but then I'm lost." He readjusted his 
glasses, peering at her as she perched on a mound of fungus. 

"Oh, come on — it can't be that difficult," she urged him. 

"I keep telling you and you just won't listen. I have to have the drawing of the Burrows 
Stone from my journal," he said despondently. "There are way too many variables for me to do 
this quickly. It will take me yonks to piece it together — unless, that is, you happen to have a 
cryptanalyst with a high-spec computer hidden away down here." 

The Limiter said something in the nasal Styx tongue to the Rebecca twin, and she nodded. 

"Okay," she announced, easing herself down from the fungus. "What are our options? 
You've got a basic map there — even if we can't read the words, we must be able to use it 
somehow." 

"Well," Dr. Burrows began, sounding more upbeat. 

"So, come on then, spit it out," she urged him, clapping her hands together. "What can we 
do?" 

"We explore until we spot something that ties into the icons on the map. Then we might just 
be able to get ourselves on the right track." 

"The Rebecca twin considered this for a second. "So... let me get this right... you're 
expecting us to slog through hundreds of miles of these slimy tunnels on the off chance we see 
something familiar — maybe with a big "Seven" on it? Is that the best you can come up with?" 
she asked snidely. 

"Have you got a better suggestion?” Dr. Burrows said. "We could make a start where I 
discovered the skeleton with these tablets. From there, we fan out in ever-increasing search radii, 
and we comb every damned inch of the tunnels... we explore them thoroughly for anything that 
might help us." 

The Rebecca twin didn't look too convinced. "Sounds like a long shot to me," she said. 

Dr. Burrows’ expression turned to one of confusion. "Rebecca, why is it that all of a sudden 
you're so keen to help me? You weren't the slightest bit interested in my work all those years in 
Highfield." 

"I just want to go back to my people, Dad," the Rebecca twin said, all sweetness and light. 
"Or at least get out of this grotty place. Okay," she said, glancing at the Limiter, "let's give plan B 
a try, but I don't want us to wander too far." 

"Excellent," Dr. Burrows said, wrapping the tablets carefully in his handkerchief again. 
"And while we walk, I want to hear more about your people. I know so very little about them." 

"You and the rest of the world," the Rebecca twin said. In the Styx tongue, she added, 
"Thus it has ever been, and thus it will ever be." 


x x x x x 


When Will returned to the shack there was no sign of Chester in the main room. He 
assumed he was on Elliott watch. Will was actually quite relieved — he needed time to think 


things over. Bartleby padded past him and made straight for the hearth rug, where he stretched 
himself out in that luxurious way that only cats can. "Good old Bart," Will said, and sat down on 
the rug next to him. 

Will took the phials out, re-knotted the cord attached to them that the Rebecca twin had 
snapped, then hung them before him, wondering if they really contained Dominion. After a 
while, the crackling fire gave him an idea. He thought how easy it would be to throw the phials 
into it. He knew the heat would destroy the virus and, worst case, if any of it were to escape, it 
would be highly unlikely to get all the way up to the Topsoil population and infect it. 

On second thoughts, that didn't seem like such a clever idea — he and the others wouldn't 
fare so well if any of the virus happened to escape the flames. He'd rather not die like the men in 
the test cells that Cal had told him about. Perhaps, he reasoned, it would be better to get Martha 
to build a fire a safe distance away from the shack and burn the phials there — just in case. 

But he shouldn't overlook what Rebecca had said about delivering Dominion to the right 
people Topsoil, so derailing any further attempts by the Styx to start a pandemic. In which case, 
he thought to himself, it would be extremely rash of him to destroy the phials. 

He also realized that it was now imperative that he return to the surface with the deadly 
cargo as quickly as he could. He didn't know how he was going to manage it, or quite what he'd 
do when he got there, but he had to try. 

Bartleby yawned. "Why can't my life be more like yours, Bart? Nice and simple,” Will said 
as he scratched the cat's whiskery chin. "Want to swap?" 

The cat nuzzled against his hand and began to purr his rumbling purr. His skeletal tail 
slowly swiped from side to side, looking for all the world like a malnourished snake performing 
an act of levitation. "Good boy," Will said, and the cat slid open his saucer-like eyes and 
regarded him affectionately. 

"So what do I do?" Will posed to the empty room as he dangled the phials in the air, the 
flames of the fire visible through the clear vessels as if it was actually inside them. 

Bartleby must have thought Will wanted to play with him and flicked out one of his huge 
forepaws in a kittenish attempt to cuff the dangling phials. 

"Whoa! No!" Will quickly snatched away the phials. "Jesus, that was close!" he spluttered, 
imagining the tinkle of glass as the phials shattered on the floor and flooded the shack with the 
deadly pathogen. Bartleby had stopped purring and was eyeing Will with disappointment, clearly 
put out that his new master was such a killjoy. 

Will immediately went over to the nearest map chest and pulled open the top drawer. "Here 
it is," he said as he found a small leather tobacco pouch he'd spotted there before. He carefully 
wrapped the phials in a strip of Hessian and then placed the diminutive bundle in the pouch. 
"Perfect. That should protect them from any knocks... and cats," he said to Bartleby, as he 
weighed the pouch in his hand. Then he frowned, falling into thought fora moment. "Chester 
needs to know about this," he decided, beginning for Elliott's room. 

As Will entered, Chester was wide awake in the chair beside Elliott. He dipped a cloth into 
a bowl, squeezed the excess water out, then dabbed the girl's forehead. 

"She's badly dehydrated," Chester said. "And look at her. "She's getting so thin. I mean, 
it's not as if she was very big to start with." 

"Fading away," Will said, repeating the precise words Martha had used to describe what had 
happened to her son. 

"Yes," Chester nodded. "Maybe what you said was right. Maybe we should just leave and 
take our chances outside. We'd be all right if we took enough Aniseed Fire with us to see off the 
spiders. And if it all comes to nothing and we draw a complete blank, maybe Martha will have us 
back." 

"Doubt it," Will said. "Especially if we nick her blessed plants." 

"Oh, I really don't know what we should do," Chester said through a sigh. 

"Neither do I," Will agreed. 


"Get anything useful from the Styx twin?" Chester asked, changing the subject. 

"Just this," Will replied, taking out the leather pouch and unwrapping the hessian from 
around the phials. 

Chester blinked in astonishment as he focused on what was there. Dominion? She gave you 
Dominion? " he said loudly, then screwed up his face. "No. I don't believe it. It's not the real 
thing." 

"Want to see it?" Will said, extending his hand with the phials over Elliott's still form. 

"Er... no," Chester declined. "I don't want to go anywhere near the damn stuff. And I don't 
want anything to do with that evil cow." He placed the cloth back into the bowl and wiped his 
hands on his front before he spoke again. "Do you really believe she's given you the actual 
virus?" 

"I've got no way of telling. I suppose we could always try it out," Will replied. "You know, 
one of us act as a guinea pig." 

Chester gave him a quick look, trying to work out if his friend was serious or not. 

"And we could decide which of us it should be with a game of chess," Will said, unable to 
keep a straight face. 

Chester grinned. "Not likely. You've been practicing way too much. I'd have more of a 
chance with "Paper, scissors, stone," he said. Then the smile left his face and he moved his chair 
round to Will's side of the bed. "Okay, so tell me exactly what the Rebecca twin said. I'm 
hooked." 

"Well... for starters, she swears her sister is responsible for everything and that she was 
made to go along with it." Will held up his fist with the phials in it. "She also says this is all the 
Dominion the Styx have got. So they can't go ahead with their plot." 

Chester's eyebrows hiked up at this. "How likely is that?" 

"She said that even if we don't believe her, and the Styx have got more, we should get this to 
the right people on the surface. They'll be able to produce the vaccine." 

"Apart from the fact that we can't get to the surface, this all sounds like a load of bullshit. I 
don't believe a word of what she's telling you," Chester said adamantly. 

"Hold on," Will urged him. "Think it through logically. Maybe this Dominion is real, but 
she knows there's no way we can get Topsoil, so it actually doesn't matter if we have it or not. Or 
she really believes we can find a way back, and she's trying to buy her way in, because she want 
to go home. Or perhaps she's genuine and she was made to do everything by her sister, and this is 
her way of proving it to us." 

Chester shook his head. "Er... run that by me again." 

"Look, it's simple. If there's even the tiniest chance we can save tens of millions of lives on 
the surface, and Elliott's into the bargain, then don't we have to try everything we can to get out of 
the Pore?" 

"If you put it like that, yes, of course we have to," Chester agreed. "And what about the 
twin? Do we leave her here with Martha?" 

"No, we take her with us when we go. She's promised she'll spill the beans on the Styx and 
their plans," Will said. 

Chester rubbed his chin thoughtfully. "So, we should just pack up our bags and go." 

From the doorway a voice made them both jump out of their skins. "I warned you about 
letting that Styx girl in," Martha said. "This is what happens. This is how it always starts." Then 
she turned on her heels and left. 
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Martha never said a word to either of the boys about what she'd overheard, and as much as 
they could in the cramped confines of the shack, they both tried to stay out of her way for a few 
days. Will continued with his routine of nursing Elliott, playing chess against himself and sorting 
through the salvaged items in the outhouse, but now there was the added responsibility of 
Rebecca. 

But his and Chester's main preoccupation remained with Elliott and her continued decline. 
It was agonizing to watch her lying there on the bed, the sweat pouring from her, and to listen to 
her outbreaks of feverish babbling. She was forever saying Drake's name, and reciting the 
sequence of numbers that meant nothing to the boys. 

Will became increasingly depressed, to the point that he could think of nothing else but 
Elliott's plight. Even when it wasn't his turn to watch her, he would frequently keep Chester 
company, the two of them sitting in silence together. On one such occasion Chester spoke to him. 

"Will, you can't stop yawning and you look completely done in. Why don't you go and get 
your head down?" 

"All right," Will mumbled, heaving himself to his feet with another yawn, then shuffling off 
next door. 


"Whassat?" 

Will didn't know how long he'd been asleep, but he awoke with a start as if someone was 
calling urgently to him. He sat bolt upright and looked nervously about the gloomy room. 
Nothing appeared to be amiss so he listened out to see if he could hear anything further, but there 
was only Chester's deep breathing as he slept soundly on the pile of carpets on the floor. 

Will threw off the light blanket and went to check on Elliott in the next room. Deep in 
fever, she was rolling her head from side to side on the sweat-stained pillow, and her arms made 
occasional small flailing movements, as if she was struggling against someone or something. As 
he leant over and felt her forehead, she was muttering but it was nothing that made any sense to 
him. 

"Too hot," he said in a whisper. "Come on, Elliott, you've got to beat this." 

For a few minutes he watched her, wishing there was some way he could ease her suffering. 
Then he made his way back through the main room and out of the shack. He stopped on the 
porch, sitting himself down on the top step. He was grateful for the gentle breeze, which was 
blowing up the slope, and shut his eyes, enjoying it on his face. 

When he opened his eyes again, the glow from the garden seemed to be brighter than ever, 
bathing the cavern in a glorious array of multi-colored radiance. It called to mind the summer 
evenings when the fair had come to Highfield Common — seen from afar, the stray light in the 
sky above it was not dissimilar to the phantasmagoria he was witnessing now. 

As his eyes roved over the beds on either side of the path, he could have sworn that some of 
them were growing in intensity while others were becoming more muted, as if handing over the 
baton from one to another. The changes were enough to alter the light on the porch, chasing his 
shadow around the wood decking behind him. 

He moved himself down to the bottom step and raised his hand before him so he could 
admire the colorful hues falling on it, which dissolved from yellow to orange and then to a palette 
of reds and blues, all in constant rotation. He thought of the fair again. It didn't take very much 
to imagine the mêlée of organ music and the old rock 'n' roll songs, and the hoots of laughter and 
calls of the excited children rolling across the grassy fields. 

"Homesick?" said a deep voice. 


Will squinted, making out someone sitting a few steps behind him. 

It was a large man, and his profile was familiar. 

"Uncle Tam!" Will said aloud, wondering why he wasn't more surprised or more frightened 
by what he was seeing. "But you're... er... dead!" 

"Ah, that'll explain why I've been feeling a bit off-color recently," Tam replied wryly. 

"Is this a dream? Am I dreaming?" Will asked him. 

"Quite possibly," Tam answered, sliding his hand up his face and then to the top of his head, 
where he began to scratch vigorously. "Reckon I've got those lice again," he chuckled. "Little 
bleeders." 

"I am dreaming," Will decided, and twisted himself around on the step so he was directly 
facing the apparition. 

"Tell me what I should be doing, Uncle Tam. You have to tell me." 

"You've got yourself in a pickle, my boy, haven't you?" Tam said. 

Will frowned, remembering there was something vitally important he had to say to his 
uncle. "Cal... I'm so sorry about Cal... there was—" 

"Nothing you could do," Tam interrupted as he took out his pipe and began to fill the bowl 
with tobacco. "I know that, Will, I know that. You only just made it out by the skin of your teeth 
yourself." 

"But what can I do about Elliott?" Will asked the man as he scraped a match against his 
thumbnail and it burst into flame, lighting his face for an instant. "She's really sick and I feel so 
helpless. What should I do?" 

"I wish I could be of assistance, Will, but I don't know this place." Tam took a moment to 
survey the cavern as he chewed on the stem of his pipe. "I can't give you any maps to show you 
the way this time. Just choose a course of action — you'll know when it's right — and stick to it." 

"Please, Tam," Will begged the shadowy outline. "I need more than that." 

Tam puffed out a hazy cloud of smoke which seemed to hang in the air for ever, imbued 
with the constant cycle of different colors the plants were emitting. "Listen to your heart," he 
said, as the cloud finally dispersed. 

"What does that mean?" Will demanded, profoundly disappointed with the response. "That 
doesn't help me at all!" 

Tam merely exhaled an even bigger cloud of smoke, which completely enveloped him. 

"What are you doing out here?" Martha asked. 

"Huh?" Will gasped, jerking his head round. 

"I heard voices," she said, looking out over the garden from the top of the porch. 

"I couldn't sleep so I checked on Elliott, then came out here for some fresh air," Will 
explained. 

"You didn't check on Elliott. I was with her — I would have seen you come in. Are you all 
right, Will?" she asked, concerned. 

Will didn't answer, turning back to where Tam had been sitting. He was surprised to see 
Bartleby there instead, watching him alertly. "Must have dozed off," he mumbled, getting up and 
passing Martha as he went inside the shack, shaking his head. 


x x x xX x 


When Will took his turn with Elliott later that day she seemed to be even more restless than 
usual, her head tossing from side to side as she tensed all her limbs. Every so often her eyes 
flickered open for a few seconds at a time. It frightened Will — he had no idea what it meant, or 
what he should be doing. As he tried to soothe her by talking to her, her eyes seemed to look at 
him, but he knew she wasn't seeing him — they were lifeless and red-rimmed, and not like her 
eyes at all. 


She began to babble and froth at the mouth, her movements becoming even more frantic. 
Then she screamed, and her whole body convulsed and locked up as if an electric current was 
running through it. Shouting for help, Will tried to straighten her out on the bed, but she was 
rigid, her back arching and her legs so tautly clenched that she was thrusting herself up from the 
mattress. He caught a glimpse of her face. It was no longer flushed as it had been ever since the 
fever set in, but had completely drained of color. It was a deathly white. 

"For God's sake! Come quick!" he screamed. 

Chester and Martha rushed in at the same time — they had clearly both been asleep. 

Martha reacted to the situation immediately. She picked up the bowl of water and threw it 
over Elliott, then thrust the empty bowl at Chester, telling him to go and refill it. As Chester 
rushed off, she joined Will in trying to straighten the girl's body out. 

"What is it? Why's she doing this?" Will said, so beside himself with worry that his voice 
was quaking. 

"It's because of her temperature. It should pass," Martha told him. She was checking 
Elliott's mouth — the girl's teeth were clenched tightly shut. "Got to watch out she hasn't bitten 
her tongue,” Martha said. 

"Oh, Jesus — look... look at her eyes," Will gasped. They had rolled up into her head so 
that only the whites showed. 

"It'll pass," Martha assured him again. 

Chester thundered back in with some more water and Martha drenched the girl for a second 
time. Elliott's body slowly relaxed, until she was completely still and the color had returned to 
her face. 

"Poor Elliott," Will mumbled. "That was just awful." 

"She was fitting. It's because she's been too hot for too long," Martha said. "It's affecting 
her brain." 

Will and Chester exchanged glances. 

"Isn't there anything we can do to stop it?" Chester asked. 

"I'm afraid not. And it's likely to get worse," Martha replied. "Exactly the same happened 
to Nathaniel." 


Mrs. Burrows had just left her flat when she noticed two surly-looking youths hanging 
around by the railings in the middle of the square. 

Both had their hoods up and were wearing identical sky-blue camouflage baseball caps with 
oversize peaks, so it was difficult for her to make out their faces. But then one of them, the 
bigger of the two, who had a cigarette cupped in his hand, raised it to his mouth for a drag, and 
Mrs. Burrows caught a glimpse of his features. 

She slowed, then crossed the road towards them. 

"I know you, don't I?" she said, frowning. 

"Don't think so, lady," the bigger boy replied, his manner gruff as he slung his cigarette into 
the gutter. Tucking his head down low, he began to swagger off with his confederate in tow. 

"I do know you. You and Will had a set-to in the fourth year, when he used his shovel. I 
had to come in and talk to the headmaster, and you were there too with your parents. You're 
Spike or Spider or something like that, aren't you?" 

The boy stopped on the spot, twisting his head round to regard Mrs. Burrows. "Spider? 
What sort of name's that?" he spat. He curled the side of his mouth in what was probably 
intended to be an insolent sneer, but it looked more like he was about to sneeze. "The name's 
Speed, lady, Speed." Then, as what Mrs. Burrows had said registered, her frowned and began to 
study her with more interest. "Will... Will Burrows. You're Will's mum?" 

"That's right," she confirmed. 


Speed exchanged a glance with his companion, Bloggsy, then he strolled back towards her. 
"I thought you'd been put away somewhere?" he said insensitively. 

"I was. Went through a rough patch, but I'm through it now." 

"My stepdad got all tweaky, too — know what I'm saying? — depressions and all that, only 
me mum chucked him out. He was getting a bit handy with me and me bro’, Speed said, 
clenching and unclenching a fist. 

"I'm sorry to hear that," Mrs. Burrows said. 

Speed ran his eyes over Mrs. Burrows again, lingering on her new trainers. "Wicked," he 
said, obviously impressed with them. "You're looking sharp, Mrs. B. Been workin’ out?" 

She nodded. 

"Yes, I'm just on my way to yet another briefing from the police. They won't have anything 
new to say — all the usual excuses. It's like dealing with the Keystone Cops." 

Speed shook his head empathically. "What are they gonna tell you? Nobody talks to them. 
They're the last to know what's going down." 

Speed seemed on the point of saying something more, then shut his mouth. 

"You haven't seen him, have you?" Mrs. Burrows asked. "There were a couple of 
unconfirmed sightings of him round here before Christmas." 

"TI..." he started, then seemed to change his mind. "Smoke?" he offered. In a flash Bloggsy 
was there with an open packet of Marlboros. Mrs. Burrows took one, and Speed lit it for her 
before he lit his own. 

Mrs. Burrows drew hard on her cigarette. "Listen, anything you tell me, it'll stay between 
you and me," she promised. "No police." 

"No police," Speed repeated. He looked up and down the street, then leant in towards her, 
dropping his voice to a confidential whisper. "November time, he was back here in Highfield 
with a younger kid—" 

"Mini-Me... and that monster pit bull," Bloggsy chimed in. 

Speed gave him a harsh look and he immediately fell silent. 

"—a younger kid that looked just like him, and he also had a bloody large canine with him. 
They were on their way to the tube when me and Bloggsy bumped into them. Y'know, Will and I 
were never mates, so we didn't exactly stop to chat." 

So you only saw him the once?" 

"Yes," Speed confirmed. "Word on the street is he's got some really heavy geezers on his 
case and he's gone to ground, but he's coming back soon to sort them out. And we say respect to 
him for that." 

"Respect," echoed Bloggsy. 

"And if you do find Will, you tell him from me," Speed said, stabbing the air with his 
cigarette to emphasize what he was saying, "That we didn't always see eye to eye, but that was 
then. If he wants help, he knows where he can come." 

"TII do that. Thanks," Mrs. Burrows said, watching as they both ambled away, hands in 
pockets. 

And through the window in the rear door of an old and battered van parked up in the square, 
Mrs. Burrows herself was being watched. Drake increased the magnification on his monocular, 
zooming in so he could see her face more clearly. "Careful who you talk to, Celia. You never 
can tell," he said under his breath. "Not until it's too late." 

Mrs. Burrows took a thoughtful drag from her cigarette, then studied it in her hand. 

"You're not going to finish that," Drake predicted. "Reminds you too much of your sister 
Jean. You're not like her." 

Mrs. Burrows raised the cigarette to her lips, but seemed to think better of it. With a shake 
of her head, she carefully dropped it down a drain at the curbside, then began to move off. 

"Good girl," Drake said. He put away his monocular and got ready to follow her. 


Everything had lost its meaning for Will. Playing chess was out of the question — he 
couldn't begin to concentrate on it, and he realized he hadn't as much as opened his journal for 
weeks. He could hardly bring himself to eat the food Martha put out for him. He was finding it 
difficult to sleep — every time he lay down, he felt as if his head was going to burst. And every 
time he was with Chester, the unspoken question hung between them. Should we go? Should we 
go? 

And as for Elliott, he wondered at what point the cut-off came, the point at which she would 
become too ill to move. Watching her fit like that had been the last straw. He felt so powerless to 
do anything to help her. 

He'd begun to ask himself whether he and Chester should leave Elliott at the shack with 
Martha, and set out by themselves, but he couldn't see how that would work. What if they were 
successful and came across something or someone, but couldn't find their way back to the shack 
again? Or what if they found help but it was too far away, and they didn't arrive back in time to 
help her? Or what if, by some stroke of luck, they found a route out of the Pore — would they 
take it, then come back down again? No, Will decided, the only way it would work was if they 
took Elliott with them. 

But he couldn't bring himself to tell Chester it was time — and he wasn't sure how Chester 
would react if he did. 

The only part of his old routine he clung to was rummaging through the trunks of salvaged 
items. 

Now, as he wandered around to the rear of the shack with Bartleby lolloping along at his 
side, Rebecca called out to him. 

"How's Elliott? Any better?" 

Will glanced at Rebecca's hut, seeing her face through the open doorway. "No, she's—" he 
began to answer, then caught himself. He'd been so preoccupied with his concerns that he'd quite 
forgotten who was addressing him. "Don't talk to me," he scowled. "It's none of your business!" 

Entering the outbuilding, he stood before the trunks and chests in one of the corners that he 
hadn't yet investigated. He sighed, thinking he didn't have many more to go before he'd have 
finished the whole lot. Clambering up on a few trunks so he could reach the top of the corner 
pile, he stretched across and took hold of a wooden casket. He lifted it down, placing it on a 
small patch of ground in the middle of the hut he kept clear for sorting the items. As he knelt 
before the casket and swung the lid up, Rebecca deigned to speak to him again. 

"Are you looking for something, Will?" she said. 

Will stopped what he was doing and stood up, wondering if Rebecca could see him through 
chinks in the side wall of her hut. The construction of the log store in which Martha had put the 
twin was the same as all the other outbuildings; ancient timber planks were so warped and worm- 
eaten that he guessed that she had found a crack to watch him through. How very like Rebecca. 
Always snooping. His resentment built. This was the one place he could get away from it all, and 
lose himself in the task of sorting through the trunks. The last thing he wanted to do was get into 
a conversation with the Styx girl. 

"Just leave me alone, will you?" he snapped. 

As he knelt down before the box again and turfed out some pieces of lead sheeting, he came 
across a small plastic container. Inside was what appeared to be a set of relatively modern 
graphic pens — the type that draftsmen or cartographers use. There were five in the container, all 
with different nib sizes. He twisted the nib off one of them and tried it on his palm. The ink had 
long since dried out, and he immediately wondered if Martha had anything he might be able to 
use instead. "Finders keepers," he said as he put the set aside. Just then Rebecca called out again. 

"Whatever you're looking for, I guess it must be important if both you and Martha are 
hunting for it." 


"I told you to sh—" he started, but didn't finish the sentence. Getting up, he left his hut and 
strode over to where Rebecca was. "What did you just say?" he demanded brusquely. 

"Well, Martha's been in there too, rooting around. I thought—" 

"Nah," Will said, shaking his head. "Martha's not interested in that old stuff — it's been 
there for ages." He began to walk away. "You're mistaken." 

"No, Will, I'm not," Rebecca insisted. "I swear she's been in there... oh, three or four times... 
moving things around, and even chucking some of it away." 

Will hesitated, turning his head to the twin. "Chucking it away?" he repeated. "What sort of 
things?" 

"I couldn't see exactly what it was, but I did hear clinking." 

"Really," Will said, thinking it was strange Martha hadn't mentioned anything to him about 
it. He gave a small shrug, telling himself that it all belonged to her anyway so she could do what 
she wanted with it, but his curiosity got the better of him. "Where did she take these clinking 
things?" 

"Up past Bartleby. I definitely saw her digging there, and she threw something into the 
hole." 

Will glanced to where Bartleby was rolling on his back, making a series of satisfied pig-like 
grunts. He'd had so many dust baths in the same spot that there was a large impression in the soil. 

"Past Bartleby," Will said thoughtfully. 

"Yes. [assumed she was giving you a hand with whatever you're doing." 

"Sure, that's right — she's giving me a hand," Will mumbled, trying to pretend to Rebecca 
that what she was saying wasn't news to him. But as he ambled back towards his hut again, he 
knew he had to take a look for himself. He continued straight past it and towards the wriggling 
cat, trying to be as casual as he could because he suspected Rebecca's prying eyes were still on 
him. 

"Keep going — it's a bit further," Rebecca shouted helpfully, confirming his suspicions. 

"Bloody hell, what am I doing?" Will grumbled under his breath, annoyed that he was 
allowing himself to pay any heed to what she'd said. Nevertheless, Will kept going, passing 
Bartleby whose head perked up as he saw him there. 

Reaching the area where Rebecca had indicated, Will stepped slowly round the bare ground, 
inspecting the surface. It felt firm underfoot, but then his heel sank into a loose patch. He 
immediately squatted on his hams and began to scoop away the soil. It had been dug recently and 
it wasn't difficult for him to re-excavate the hole. 

Will noticed that Bartleby was watching him intently, head on one side. "Just looking for 
my favorite bone," Will joked to the cat. "It wasn't beyond the realm of possibility that Bartleby 
himself had dug the hole, and Will was quite prepared for the discovery of a half-chewed rodent 
or something equally disgusting a the bottom. 

He'd reached half a meter down and was leaning into the hole when he spotted what looked 
like a small, light-colored beads in the earth. At first he assumed they were insect eggs or seeds, 
but as he looked at them more closely, he found they were, in fact, pills. He carefully picked 
them out of the soil, identifying three distinct kinds. Two of the types of pills were white, but 
different in size, and the third type was pink. Each of the three types had different letters pressed 
into them, although they didn't spell out full words. 

Then, as he went down a little deeper, he heard something rattle. 

"What have we here?" he said to Bartleby as he came across three glass bottles. They were 
each four or so centimeters long, as their tops, screw-on metal caps, had been removed, but he 
also found these in the soil at the very bottom of the hole. He emptied one of the bottle of dirt 
and, locating the right cap for it, replaced it. It reminded him of the sort of bottle his parents kept 
in the bathroom cabinet — prescription drugs that nobody ever bothered to throw away. 

Making snuffling noises, Bartleby was sticking his nose into the hole, as Will tried to read 
the printed label on the bottle. He saw there was a long word on the label, with several letters that 


weren't in the English alphabet. Despite the fact that Will couldn't understand what it said, he had 
the strongest sense that the bottle had originated from the surface. 

Then he noticed a date at the bottom of the label. 

"Two years old!" he gasped, and immediately checked the other labels. He found that they 
had approximately the same dates on them, give or take a few months. 

He sat back on the ground, dumbfounded, as several thoughts ricocheted through his head at 
the same time. He felt a surge of hope, because the very existence of these bottles demonstrated 
that even down here there were medicines to be had (and modern ones at that), which might help 
Elliott overcome the fever. 

But he was also deeply disturbed by the discovery. If Martha had known about these 
medicines, why hadn't she said anything to him about them? Worse still, why had she been 
skulking around behind his back and hiding them from him? He couldn't begin to comprehend 
why she would do that. 

He gathered together more of the loose pills and put them in the other bottles, then screwed 
on their tops. Deep in thought, he tucked all three bottles into his trouser pocket. 

"C'mon boy, time to get back," he said to Bartleby. To avoid getting into further 
conversation with Rebecca, he marched quickly past her. 

"Find anything?" she called out. 

"Nah, nothing," he grunted, keeping his eyes firmly on the path in front of him. 


x x x x x 


"You're just in time for supper. I made us some broth," Martha said as Will entered the 
shack. She had her back to the room as she stirred a pot on the hearth, while Chester was seated 
at the table and already tucking into his food. 

"Did that Styx snake tell you anything else?" he inquired, not looking at Will as he drained 
his spoon of broth. 

"Yes, she did," Will answered. "Something very weird." He didn't sit down but began to 
take the bottles from his pocket, placing them in a row on the table. 

"She a lying little scumbag, just like the rest of them," Chester said scornfully, lifting his 
spoon to his mouth but not quite reaching it as his eyes fell on the bottles. 

"She's not the only one who's a lying scumbag,” Will said in a low voice. 

Martha had been halfway to the table with a bowl of broth for Will. There was a crash as 
she simply dropped it, splashing the broth all over the floor. 

Except for the odd crackle of the fire, there was absolute silence in the room. 

Chester looked from Will to Martha, who was holding mouse still, her head down. "What 
the bloody hell's going on?" He pointed at the bottles with his spoon. "And what are those, 
Will?" he asked. 

"Medicine, I reckon. Look at the date," Will said, rolling one of the bottles across the table 
to Chester. 

Chester picked it up and studied the label. "Two years old," he said. "And the label's in 
Russian." 

"Russian," Will said. "Really?" 

"Sure. My granny was from the Ukraine. She taught me a few words," Chester said, his 
expression one of complete bewilderment. "But what's going on? Where did you get these?" 

Will snatched up another of the bottles and shook it so it rattled. "They had pills in them. 
At least they did until Martha sneaked them out of the trunks and buried them by the cavern wall. 
She buried them so I wouldn't find them." He glowered at Martha, who remained staring at her 
feet, then he suddenly clapped a hand to his forehead. "Of course, the stethoscope!" he cried. 
"It's recent, too, like the pills! Tam was trying to tell me! He told me to listen to my heart. He 
meant the stethoscope!" 


Chester was on his feet now, eyeing his friend with alarm. "Jesus, what are you saying, 
Will? Have you completely lost it? How can Tam have spoken to you? He's been dead for 
months." 

"Forget it — that's not important," Wills said, his voice more controlled, although husky 
with anger. "What's important is antibiotics that we could have used on Elliott. And she hid them 
from us, Chester," Will said, facing the woman. "Why did you do that, Martha?" 

She remained silent, her head bowed. 

"Martha?" Chester mumbled, "Is this true?" 

Martha shuffled unsteadily to the chair at the head of the table and sank into it. She said 
nothing for a moment, sliding her thumb repeatedly in the palm of her other hand. When she 
spoke, her voice was barely audible. 

"When Nathaniel came back with... with cracked ribs... and the fever set in, he got worse 
and worse—" 

"Yeah, we know all that," Will interrupted, no longer able to feel much sympathy for the 
woman. 

"I told you he found a metal ship. It's about eight days away in the furthest of the Seven 
Sisters. While he..." she said, her voice petering out. 

"Yes," Will pressed her. 

"While he could still speak, he gave me directions so I could fetch some apothecaries' 
supplies from it." 

Will and Chester exchanged glances. 

"You mean medicines," Will said. 

"Yes, medicines," she confirmed timidly. "But it's a long journey and I strayed off track. I 
also lost some of the medicines when the Brights attacked. They nest by the ship and I only just 
made it out of there." 

"Brights?" Chester mouthed silently at Will, who just jerked his head in response. 

"Go on," Will urged her. 

"Nathaniel was dead by the time I came back," Martha sighed. "But even if I had been in 
time for him, I couldn't tell what the medicines do, or how to use them." 

"Yeah, but maybe Chester and I can," Will said sharply. "And you still haven't explained 
why you lied to us, Martha." 

"Because... because I didn't want you to get hurt. I couldn't lose either of you, not like I did 
Nathaniel. I couldn't go through that again," Martha croaked, on the verge of tears. 

Will pointed in the direction of Elliott's room. "In there, our friend is fighting for her life, 
and your lies might very well have killed her," he said, then he addressed Chester. "Okay, this is 
what we're going to do — we're leaving right now for the metal ship." He went over to where 
Martha had left her crossbow and snatched it up. 

Martha had seen what he'd done from the corner of her eye. The act in itself was significant 
enough — he didn't need to add anything. She sighed. "I'm sorry, Will," she said. "I won't let 
you down again." 

"Chester, why don't you get Elliott ready," Will suggested. "Martha, I want you to pack up 
all the food you've got in the place." 

"I need to pick some Aniseed Fire from my garden," she said, rising slowly to her feet, then 
going to the front door. The boys watched her as she stopped halfway down the garden path and 
began to harvest her plants. As she lopped their stems, the vivid blue glow the Aniseed Fire 
emitted was instantly dulled, slowly fading away to nothing. 

"That was awful," Chester said. "But I can't believe she lied to us." 

They continued to watch the rather forlorn and lonely figure as she bent over her plants, 
dressed in her threadbare apron and her red, straggling hair flopping over her face. 


"Just a sad old lady," Will murmured. He pulled his shoulders back as if trying to put the 
whole episode behind him. "Why don't you try to read what was in the bottles," he said. "I'll get 
our kit ready, then we're making tracks." 

"And Rebecca?" Chester asked. "What do we do with her?" 

"Count me in — I'd love to help," Rebecca said as she mounted the steps of the front porch 
and entered the room. Will immediately looked down at her ankles and saw that she'd removed 
her leg irons. "You know I'm really good at organizing things, don't you, Will?” she added 
gently. 

Shaking his head in disbelief, Will took a moment to answer. "So... so you could have 
escaped whenever you wanted. But you didn't." 

"Why would I want to do that?" she replied. "There's nowhere for me to go." 

Will noticed Chester had clenched his fist, and was worried what he might be about to do. 
Just then an amazingly powerful gust of wind swept through the garden, ruffling the plants in 
their beds. 

"Feels like a levant's blowing up," Rebecca said. 

As a shutter banged somewhere in the shack, Will spoke quietly. "Every time one of those 
winds comes along, something terrible happens." 

"Oh, great," Chester muttered. 


x x x x x 


The wind raged around Dr. Burrows and the Rebecca twin. Caught in an exposed position 
in the middle of a wide tunnel, there was nowhere they could go to escape it as it grew more and 
more fierce. The small campfire between them was almost extinguished by the violent flurries, 
but they were hardly able to see this anyway as a sandstorm of black dust suddenly enveloped 
them. 

Dr. Burrows had rolled onto his front and wrapped his arms around his head to protect his 
face from the dust. As he lay there, spitting grit from his mouth, he finally admitted to himself 
that he'd had about all he could take from the Styx girl. The pressure from her to come up with 
results was relentless. He couldn't just click his fingers and somehow find a feature that tied in 
with the map on the stone tablets. It made him livid. He was an archaeologist, not some scout in 
the mould of Davy Crockett. 

And to cap it all Dr. Burrows felt thoroughly intimidated by the Styx soldier. Just under the 
surface of everything the girl said there was the veiled threat that the ghoulish soldier was going 
to do him harm. To say that made Dr. Burrows feel extremely uneasy was an understatement. 

Talk about a complete reversal of their parent-child relationship. Now Rebecca was the one 
who was calling all the shots — he had no say in anything. No, it had got too much for Dr. 
Burrows. So much so that he was willing to take his chances on his own. And, most importantly 
to him, Rebecca had forgotten to take the tablets away from him for 'safekeeping' as she put it. 
He patted his pocket to assure himself they were there, and smiled. 

Knowing the impenetrable cloud would mask his movements, he began to crawl slowly 
along the ground and away from the fire. He made sure he hooked the water bladder as he went 
— he would need it to keep himself going. 

After a short while, he stopped crawling. He still couldn't see very far in front of him, and 
the wind filled his ears as he listened. Deciding that there was no way that his departure could 
have been observed, he got up and began to walk. Nearly bent double from the force of the wind, 
he walked straight into what felt like a man standing there. 

Next to the man there was a vague smear of light, and in this light he glimpsed a face 
between the thick swirls of dust. He realized that he'd walked smack bang into the Styx Limiter, 
and that Rebecca was standing right next to him. 


"Did you get lost?" she yelled over the squall. Grabbing his arm, she spun him back in the 
direction he'd come from. "It's not clever to move around in this," she added. After a few steps 
she sat down, pulling him with her. "Don't want to get yourself hurt, Daddy, do you?" she said. 


15 


Will was packing the last of his kit as Chester came out on the porch. 

"It's the weirdest thing..." Will began, looking mystified. 

"What?" 

"Well," Will said as he pulled his headset from a side pocket of his rucksack and regarded it. 
"I just tested this to make sure it's ready... and it's completely dead." 

"Are you sure?" Chester asked. 

"Absolutely. Not even a glimmer," Will replied. 

"Perhaps you left it on or something, and the element burnt out," Chester suggested. 

"No, I've taken really good care of it," Will answered. "I hope your rifle scope is okay — at 
least one of us need to have night vision." 

Chester fetched his rifle and pointed it down the garden. 

"Bloody hell!" he exclaimed, lowering the weapon to examine the scope. "It's not working 
either." He turned the knurled focus ring on the scope, and tried it again. "Nope. Zilch!" 
Frowning, he looked quickly over at Will. "You don't think the Rebecca twin..." he tailed off. 

Will considered this fora moment. "Nah, it can't have been her. I know she's been off her 
tether, but my headset was in Elliott's room, and there's always one of us in there." 

"Well, if it wasn't her," Chester said, shaking his rifle as if it might make the scope function 
again, "aren't these things powered by light orbs and meant to last for years? Isn't that what 
Drake said?" 

"I think so," Will exhaled, shutting his eyes for a second. "Typical — just when we need 
them." He snapped his eyes open. "Let's just hope we don’t run into any trouble along the way." 
As they returned inside he glanced at the pill bottles on the table. "Any luck with those?" 

Chester went over and took one of them in his hand. "Yes, this had aspirin in it," he said 
without any hesitation. 

"Wow! That's just incredible!" Will exclaimed. "You can actually read Russian! I'm 
impressed!" Then he noticed that Chester was smiling at him. 

"Will," he said, directing his friend to the very bottom of the label, "If you look down here 
— in amongst the Russian words — it says Aspirin. In English." 

"Right... missed that," Will mumbled, feeling more than a little foolish. 

From the lettering on the pills, it didn't take long for them to identify which of them were the 
aspirin. Then Will and Chester debated whether it would be too risky to give them to Elliott, 
particularly as the pills had spent a good week in the soil and some of them had begun to go a 
little fluffy as they were affected by the moisture. 

In the end, they decided that the aspirin might do more good than harm, and help take the 
edge off her fever. And if it prevented another of the fits, then they felt they had no option but to 
give it a shot. So they dissolved a few of the pills in a canteen of water and made her drink it. 


x x x x x 


The Levant wind had all but died down by the time they went through the barricade, with 
just the odd gust blowing on their backs. For several hours, the tunnels were wide and relatively 
level. Will prayed that the whole journey would be this easy. 

As she knew the way, Martha took the pole position. Next came Chester and Will, carrying 
Elliott between them on a makeshift stretcher. Elliott was swaddled in a blanket and tightly 
bound to the stretched so that she could be hauled up vertically if the situation demanded, but for 
now the boys were trying to keep her horizontal to lessen the trauma of being moved. 

Will glanced back at Rebecca who was bringing up the rear, with Bartleby loping along 
beside her in his long loose gait. At her own insistence, Rebecca was carrying a huge proportion 


of their provisions and water in two rucksacks, one on each shoulder. Given her slender frame 
this would have been a tall order on the surface, but the lack of gravity meant she could manage it 
without too much difficulty. Nevertheless, Will still couldn't help noticing how her limp seemed 
to be more pronounced. 

"I'm to sure how she's coping," he said quietly to Chester. 

"As well as can be expected, I suppose," Chester responded as he looked down at Elliott. 

"I meant Rebecca," Will corrected him. 

"Oh, her," Chester replied peevishly, his whole manner transforming in the blink of an eye. 
It was obvious he couldn't care less. "Will, don't be taken in by her. I tell you, it's all one big 
act." 

Will thought for a second. "If it is some sort of trick, what could she possibly want from 
us?" 

"T've no idea," Chester said. He was on edge — he didn't like it that Will was giving the girl 
free rein. Will knew that if Chester had had his way, she would have been chained up again — 
properly this time — and left behind to rot in the log store. 

"I don't think she's up to anything," Will said after a few paces. Although he wouldn't have 
dreamt of breathing a word to Chester, he was incredibly confused about his feelings. Since she'd 
turned up at the shack, Rebecca hadn't shown any of the brutal characteristics of her people. In 
fact, she seemed to be distinctly vulnerable, and a world apart from the Styx and their insect-like 
cruelty. 

He so wanted to believe that everything she had told him was true — that she'd been made 
to follow orders on pain of death. Maybe he wanted to believe her a little too much. Rebecca had 
been a godsend to Will before they'd left the shack, helping him to plan what they needed to take 
with them and organizing the rucksacks to the n th degree in that efficient way only she could. It 
was as if he'd done a back flip over all the atrocious things he'd experienced at the hands of the 
Styx in the Colony and the Deeps, and somehow his sister had been restored to him, the sister he 
knew from the good times in Highfield. Admittedly these were few and far between — and 
perhaps they were all the more intense in his memory exactly because of that. And perhaps he 
also wanted to believe in her because with his father gone, he felt that she was all that remained of 
his Highfield family. Apart from Mrs. Burrows, of course, who was a vague and distant figure in 
his memory. 

"Right now, I'm more worried about Martha," Chester said, breaking into Will's thoughts. 
They both peered at her rotund outline up ahead. "She's not herself at all," Chester continued. 
"She's hardly said a word since we left the shack. I know it was wrong of her to lie to us, but I 
can kind of understand her reasons." 

Will gave a half-articulated 'yes' in response. He wasn't going to forgive the woman in a 
hurry. "What she did was selfish. She chose our lives over Elliott's. How can that be right?" he 
said. 

"It's not," Chester replied slowly, as if he was still weighing up whether to remain angry 
with Martha or not. 

"Talking about Elliott," Will said, "isn't it time for another dose of aspirin?" 

"I'm sure we could al do with a pit stop," Chester agreed. 

Having shouted to Martha to come back to them, Will slipped off his rucksack and extracted 
the canteen containing the aspirin solution from it. He passed this to Chester who shook it 
thoroughly, then removed the top and began to tip a few measures into Elliott's mouth. 

"It's definitely doing the trick," Chester said, placing a hand on her forehead as he poured a 
little more of the liquid between her cracked lips. "She's much cooler." 

They all froze as they heard a screeching in the distance — the call of the spider-monkeys. 

"That's all we need," Will said, as his eyes met Martha's. 

"It's her," she whispered, pointing at Elliott. "I told you... they can sense weakness. She's 
drawing them to us like a magnet." 


"We'll just have to use the Aniseed Fire and keep going," Will said flatly. 

"I want my crossbow back," Martha demanded abruptly, staring at the weapon and the quill 
of bolts which were slung over Chester's shoulder along with his rifle. 

Getting to his feet, Chester looked at Will for guidance, who remained silent. He wasn't in 
favor of the idea. 

"Er..." Rebecca said softly, then shut her mouth. 

"You were going to say something," Will prompted her. 

"Well... it's just that Martha's the only one of us who's familiar with the terrain and the sorts 
of dangers we could face along the way. She really should be armed, because if you lose her, you 
lose your guide, and you'll never find the ship." 

Will looked undecided. 

"Hey, it's your show, Will, but that's how I see it," Rebecca said almost apologetically. 

"No, good point," Will conceded. He turned to Martha. "So... do I have your word that we 
can trust you?" 

Martha nodded grimly. 

"Then you can have your crossbow back," Will said. 

"Oi! Hold on a sec," Chester exploded furiously. "You'll listen to what that bloody Styx has 
to say, but you don't want my opinion." He gave Rebecca a resentful glance. 

"Chester, I'm sorry," Will said. "Go on... tell me what you think." 

Chester dithered fora moment. "Yes... she should have it back." 

Will shrugged one shoulder. "So you're agreeing with the 'bloody Styx' anyway. So why 
did you make such a fuss?" 

Chester turned away, mumbling. "I should have my say — that's all." 


x x x x x 


"First you're all gung ho for searching round the Pore, then — I'll be blowed — it's all 
change and we're following him," Dr. Burrows said, pointing his thumb at the Limiter up ahead. 
"Anyway, where the heck does he think he's going? Aren't we getting ourselves completely lost?" 

"Not as long as he's finding the signposts," Rebecca replied. 

They had just turned into a new stretch of tunnel and she was scanning the ground for one of 
these 'signposts' she'd referred to. 

She spied the three small pieces of fungus arranged in a line to her right, counted ten paces 
in her head, then played her light on the other side of the tunnel floor past where Dr. Burrows was 
walking. There at the base of the opposite wall and easily missed unless you happened to know 
the Limiters' operating procedures — were another three objects — small rocks this time. These 
markers were the confirmation sequence that the first Limiter had left behind so the one leading 
them could follow in his tracks. 

Dr. Burrows was, of course, unaware that there was a second Limiter working behind the 
scenes and so was thoroughly confused. 

"Signposts? I haven't seen any signposts," he said. 

"Trust me," the Rebecca Twin replied. 


x x x x x 


Martha made them stop at regular intervals to eat and rest. She built small campfires from 
material she'd collected along the route, using them to heat up the provisions, and kept them 
alight as she and the boys took it in turns to sleep. And she would always sprinkle a few sprigs of 
Aniseed Fire round the edges of the fire, so it burnt slowly and filled the air with its pungent odor. 


On the fourth day, as they were walking Will noticed how all of a sudden it felt very 
different underfoot — it wasn't the crunch of gravel or the springiness of the fungus, but 
something softer. 

"Mulchy... like old leaves," he said as he sniffed deeply, trying to identify the different 
smells. Then he noticed something else — movement on the wall next to him. At first he 
assumed his eyes were playing tricks because he was so tired. Then he saw that the movements 
were real and coming from all over — not just the wall, but on the roof and the floor of the 
tunnel. 

"Wait!" he cried, drawing do a halt and forcing Chester to do the same at the other end of 
Elliott's stretcher. Squinting, Will saw many white wormlike things on all the surfaces. Then one 
crossed the ground just in front of his boot. Around ten centimeters in length, it was like a thin, 
perfectly white snake and didn't appear to have any eyes. With some sort of sucker at each 
extremity, it moved by turning end over end, as if it was continually performing cartwheels. 

"Yeuch!" Chester exclaimed. "Big bloody maggoty things!" 

Bartleby pounced on one, trapping it under his paws. Snapping at the worm, he managed to 
nip one end between his teeth. Its other end began to spiral quickly around, faster and faster as it 
tried to extricate itself from this unknown predator. Bartleby's eyes rolled in their sockets as he 
tried to watch its effort. Then the creature stopped wheeling around, and planted the sucker on its 
free end straight onto Bartleby's nose. With a shocked squawk, the cat shook his head frantically 
and released it from his jaws. That was enough for Bartleby — he looked decidedly uneasy as he 
surveyed the sheer number of cartwheeling worms all around him, and made small leaps to avoid 
them, as if he was a pony jumping fences. 

Martha heard the commotion and came back to the boys. "Loop snakes. They won't hurt 
you," she informed them, as she began to pluck them from the walls and stuff them into a sack. 

"I'm sorry, Martha, but if the idea is to eat those things, you can count me out. And no way 
am I sticking round here," Chester said decisively, shuffling to one side to avoid a snake that was 
trying to attach its sucker to his toecap. He made a guttural sound deep in his throat to 
demonstrate his absolute disgust of the creatures, and set off at a pace, yanking the stretcher and 
Will along with him. "C'mon, Will, we're going!" 

Will was reluctant to follow, impeding Chester's quick getaway as he looked at the ground 
in fascination. 

"Buck up, Will!" Chester yelled, as he pulled at the stretcher. "I'm not in the mood for a 
nature class!" 

As they left, Will peered behind and saw Rebecca put down her rucksacks. She began to 
help Martha harvest the Loop Snakes. Then he saw Martha say something to Rebecca, who 
stepped quickly away from the woman. Rebecca hoisted on her rucksacks again and came 
running down the tunnel. 

Will didn't see any more because Chester broke into a jog, forcing him to move at the same 
speed. And it wasn't difficult to see why Chester was in such arush. The number of Loop 
Snakes had increased until it was as if they were passing through an unbroken carpet of waving 
white fingers. They were everywhere — some even dropping from the roof above and landing on 
Elliott and the stretcher. The boys couldn't avoid crushing them under the soles of their boots. 
They burst with a rather off-putting squishing sound, and a luminous fluid squirted from their 
bodies so that the boys left softly glowing patches in their wake. 

Eventually they came to a stretch of the tunnel which was free of Loop Snakes, and they 
waited for the others to catch up. 

Rebecca came along first. 

"What happened back there... with Martha?" Will puffed, still out of breath. 

"Nothing," she mumbled, not looking him in the eye. 

"That's rubbish," Will said. "I was watching. I saw her say something to you." 

"I tried to give her a hand with the Loop Snakes..." 


"Yes... and?" Will urged her. 

"She told me to get lost and that she was going to kill me," Rebecca said, keeping her voice 
low. 

"Did she, now," Will growled. "Don't worry, Rebecca — she'll have me to deal with if she 
tries anything.” 

"Why do you keep calling her that?" Chester piped up. "It's not her name." 

"Don't you start," Will warned him. 

"No, really, I'd like to know what her name is. Rebecca was given to her by Topsoilers, so it 
can't be her real name. Besides, there can't be two Rebeccas, can there? So what is your real 
name?" he demanded of the girl. 

"It wouldn't mean anything to you,” Rebecca replied. "It's in my language." 

"Try me," Chester insisted. 

Rebecca uttered a short word in the Styx nasal tongue, which sounded uncannily like a 
hyena's bark. 

"No, you're right," Chester said, shaking his head. "Don't expect me to call you th—" 

He fell silent as Elliott began to writhe against her ties on the stretcher. 

"I don't think anyone should speak Styx around Elliott," Chester observed. "Seems to upset 


" 


her. 


On the seventh day of the journey, the boys were feeling the strain of carrying the stretcher, 
despite the assistance from the reduced gravity. Will had no idea how many kilometers of tunnel 
they'd trudged through, or how many vertical descents they'd made, but he hung on to the thought 
that Martha had said they should reach the ship at some point during the next day. That was if 
she could remember the rest of the route correctly. 

They'd backtracked on several occasions when Martha realized she'd taken the wrong 
turning, but this had cost them a few hours at most. She didn't use a map or compass (and Will 
wasn't sure that one would work down here in any case), but instead seemed to have all the 
directions committed to memory. 

The most difficult and perilous moments were when they lowered themselves down huge 
crevasses, particularly because they had to be so careful with Elliott. But with all four of them on 
the ropes, they managed to get Elliott and the stretcher down time after time without mishap. 

And any hostility between Martha and Rebecca was put aside on these occasions as they each had 
a part to play. 

There were other times when they had to worm their way through hundreds of meters of 
horribly claustrophobic passages, dragging their kit behind them because the ceiling was so low. 
It took much pushing and pulling to get Elliott through these stretches. 

Then they suddenly came upon an area where the air was so arid they were all panting and 
loosening their clothing. As they descended a steep incline, it became unbearably hot. Will was 
peering at the way ahead when he noticed it seemed to be glowing with a dull redness. It looked 
luminous, and he wasn't at all surprised when Martha called a halt. 

"What's up?" Chester asked. 

Martha didn't reply, but instead produced two full bladders of water. Then she beckoned 
Rebecca over. 

"Styx, get some more water out," she ordered bluntly. 

As Rebecca did what she was told, Martha explained. "Through here the lava flows close to 
the rock. It's very hot, and very dangerous." 

"So what do we do?" Will asked. 

"Can't we go a different way?" Chester asked at the same time. 


Martha shook her head. "There's no way round. Just don't stop for anything — do you 
understand that? If you do, you'll die." 

Chester smiled. "Death by barbecue," he commented, then stopped smiling because he 
realized it wasn't funny at all. 

Martha helped Will to wrap some rags over Bartleby's paws and to secure them in place 
with twine. The cat seemed to enjoy the attention from Will, and was purring away merrily until 
Martha tipped water all over his legs and his new cloth bootees. He growled indignantly at her, 
and Will had to hold him in place so she could finish the job. Chester had been tasked with 
sousing both the stretcher and Elliott with water, and was halfway through when he suddenly 
stopped. 

"Will," he said. 

"Yeah, what?" 

"You know this is Elliott's?" He indicated the rucksack secured on the stretcher just below 
the girl's feet, which he had insisted they brought with them. 

Will's eyes widened. "Explosives! And there's ammunition in our rifles! Martha, what if it 
gets so hot it all goes off?" 

"The rifles should be fine — just make sure that rucksack's soaked," she advised, upending 
the bladder and tipping water all over herself, directing most of it over her legs and feet. Once the 
boys and Elliott were similarly drenched, Martha called them together again. 

"Remember — whatever happens, don't stop. Not for anything. Otherwise the heat will get 
you," she said. 

Then they were off, dashing down the rest of the incline and into the blistering air. 
Everything glowed red. Will had a glimpse of the heat haze just before they hit it — it appeared 
to be almost solid, as if they were about to crash straight into a mirror, or some kind of 
transparent layer of mercury. The boys felt as though the flames were licking their faces. 

"It's like a crucible!" Will croaked, hardly daring to draw breath. It reminded him of the 
inside of the little ceramic pots they heated up with Bunsen burners in their chemistry lessons at 
school. 

The rock all around them and under their feet seemed to be shot through with veins that 
glowed with a bright crimson. Will and Chester immediately tried not to step on the veins as they 
ran — it was like some hellish child's game of avoiding the cracks in the pavement. Will smelt 
burning, and immediately wondered if the soles of their boots would withstand these 
temperatures. 

He also felt his clothes drying out, and saw that the same thing was happening to Chester, 
who was leaving streams of vapor in his wake. Bartleby had stuck dutifully to Will's side, but as 
his bootees began to sizzle, he decided he wasn't going to hang around for the humans. He bolted 
off into the distance like a frightened horse. 

"God! How much further?" Chester cried, as he and Will puffed away, finding it difficult to 
keep a grip on the stretcher as their palms became slick with sweat. 

Then they were through to a cooler section of tunnel where Martha and Bartleby were 
waiting, and flopped to the ground. 

"Phew!" Will exhaled. "Talk about taking a sauna. Reckon I've lost a few pounds." He 
took his rifle off and slid the cutlass from his belt. "Why did I bring all this stuff? I'm carrying 
too much weight," he panted. 

"Never know when it might come in handy," Chester commented, then took a large swig 
from his canteen. 

"You sound exactly like my dad. He never threw anything away — used to drive Rebecca 
nuts," Will chuckled as Chester passed him the canteen. He began to drink, but then spewed out a 
mouthful of water, some of which splashed over his friend. "Jesus! Where is Rebecca!" Will 
sputtered as he realized she hadn't come through yet. "Wasn't she right behind us?" 

"I thought so," Chester confirmed. 


They took a few paces back towards the incline and waited, but still she did not appear. 

"Maybe it was too much for her and she did a U-turn," Chester said. 

Will suddenly upended the canteen over his head. 

"What do you think you're—?" Chester shouted, but didn't finish the sentence as Will lobbed 
the empty canteen over to him. "Will?" Chester screamed as his friend tore back into the heat. 

Will hadn't gone far when, through the quicksilver air, he made out something huddled in 
the middle of the tunnel. 

Small wisps of smoke were rising around it. As he skidded to a halt, he saw Rebecca 
slumped on top of the rucksacks, which were beginning to smolder. He shook her, yelling her 
name. She lifted her head weakly and tried to reach for him. 

Sweeping her up, her threw her over his back, then hesitated for an instant. "No! Can't leave 
them!" he gasped, barely able to see what he was doing as he tried to grab hold of the rucksacks 
by the straps. He swore as his hand came in contact with the glowing floor, but still he managed 
to gather up both the rucksacks. Then he ran as quickly as his legs could carry him, moving so 
fast he was almost flying. The heat was merciless — he was breathing in tiny breaths as the air 
scorched his lungs. 

Chester had ventured as far forward into the heat as he dared and was waiting for Will. As 
Will hurtled towards him, he yelled, "To me!", and grabbed the rucksacks from him. 

Reaching Martha, Will quickly put Rebecca down next to Elliott. He seized one of the 
bladders and poured water over the girl, whose head rolled drunkenly on her shoulders. The he 
made her sit up and drink a little of it. In no time at all, the water seemed to revive her, although 
she was still rather groggy. 

"What happened?" he asked. 

"I tripped. Couldn't get up," she answered, clutching her forehead as she had a coughing fit. 
The she raised her eyes to him. "Thank you, Will," she said. 

"It's nothing," Will replied awkwardly, as he got to his feet. Feeling his hand where he'd 
burnt it, he turned to see what Chester and Martha were doing. Chester was shaking his head 
slowly as both he and Martha regarded Will with identical expressions of disapproval. Will 
looked past them to where Chester had left the rucksacks. "Hey! You idiots! They're on fire!" he 
shouted as he spotted that both the rucksacks were quickly smoldering. "Quick!" 

Chester and Martha immediately set about rubbing handfuls of dirt on the burning 
rucksacks. 

"Are they okay? Have we lost anything?" Will asked, worried that there contents might 
have been damaged. 

"Nah, I don't think so," Chester replied, opening one to check inside. He glanced up at Will. 
"You shouldn't have gone back. Not by yourself." 

"I had to," Will said. 

Chester wasn't convinced. "It was a crazy thing to do," he said. 

Martha glowered at Rebecca. "And because of that Styx and her antics, we're going to be 
short of water until the next spring.” She turned to face down the tunnel. "We should go." 


" 


xX x x xX xX 


Several kilometers later, Martha seemed to be slowing down. She approached the tunnel 
wall, fumbled with something, then swung open a rough wooden door. 

"What's this place?" Chester asked as she stepped through the timber doorway. 

"They're called the Wolf Caves — it's a bolt hole Nathaniel found. He kept some spare 
spider traps here." 

With Elliott between them on the stretcher, Will and Chester followed her in and found that 
it was a reasonably sized space with a floor of soft sand. The tunnel seemed to extend further, but 
Martha didn't make any move to go down it, instead dumping her kit on the sandy floor. Rebecca 


and Bartleby had also come in, although Rebecca, still not fully recovered from her ordeal, simply 
lay down on the ground. 

"Why the Wolf Caves?" Chester inquired as he and Will found a level piece of ground on 
which to place the stretcher. 

"Because of the wolves," Martha said matter-of-factly. 

"Wolves?" Chester stuttered nervously. "I haven't heard anything." 

"You wouldn't." Martha made sure the door was shut and secured, then continued to talk as 
she went about the business of preparing them some food. "They move like specters, hunting in 
packs of three or four. They usually pick stragglers off and avoid larger groups of people." 
Sitting on the floor with her legs stretched out before her, she sliced the ends off the Loop Snakes, 
then peeled the pale white skins from them. "I only just managed to escape them the last time I 
came this way. So if you ever get separated from the rest of us, remember where these caves 
are." 

Having asked the boys to light a fire, Martha suspended the skinned Loop Snakes over it. 
When they were cooked, she distributed tin dishes of them to everybody, and Chester seemed to 
forget his earlier promise that he would never eat them. 

"So, what do you make of it?" Will asked, as Chester nibbled a long strip of yellow-white 
meat. 

"Bit like jellied eels," Chester reflected as he chewed. "But they don't taste of eel, and 
they're not jellied." 

"Helpful," Will replied, taking his first bite. 


Part Three 


The Metal Ship 
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They left the Wolf Caves after a few hours, resuming their journey. Will had lost track of 
how long they had been walking when Martha indicated that there was something up ahead. 

"We're close now," she told them as they came up to a rope bridge. 

Chester whistled. "I can't even see the other side. How far across is it?" he said. 

"Maybe... twenty-five... thirty meters," Will estimated as he regarded the precarious-looking 
structure that spanned the chasm before them. 

"Did you make this?" Chester asked Martha as he and Will put Elliott down. Martha took a 
step onto the bridge and it swayed and creaked ominously. She took several more steps, 
cautiously trying each of the wooden stairs as she went. "Or was it Nathaniel?" Chester asked, 
having received no response. 

"The boat people," Martha replied, peering anxiously into the darkness above. "I can feel 
them. They're up there." 

"Who?" Will asked. 

"We're near the nests... where the Brights live." Despite the heat, she shivered. "I can feel 
them up there — ready to swoop." Her eyes met with Will's. "This is a wretched place. We're 
not meant to be here. It's their place." Her gaze drifted from Will as if she was seeing something 
behind him, but there wasn't anything there. 

Will realized that she must be exhausted. Although he and Chester had had the odd nap on 
the unforgiving ground along the way, they'd found the journey tiring enough. Martha rarely 
seemed to allow herself even that. She'd been in an almost permanent state of vigilance for the 
week since they'd left the shack, watching out for dangers and navigating them through the 
labyrinthine tunnels with phenomenal accuracy. 

Her clothes, never clean at the best of times, were stained and filthy, and her face was lined 
with fatigue. Will watched as her eyes slid shut. 

"Hey, Martha," he said gently. 

Her eyes flickered open and she turned to the bridge. "We cross one at a time. And no 
talking — we have to keep the noise down from here on in." She took out some Aniseed Fire, but 
didn't make a move to light it. "Save it," she said, as if reminding herself what she ought to be 
doing. Then she edged forward, the bridge rocking as she began to cross it. 

It was Chester's turn once she was safely on the other side. The boys had decided between 
them that as Chester weighed the most, he shouldn't attempt crossing with Elliott. Instead he took 
one of the lighter rucksacks with him. 

"I'm not happy," he grumbled as he started across. "Not happy at all." 

"Safe as houses,” Will told him confidently. 

"Oh, brilliant, that's the kiss of death. I'm bloody doomed now you've said that," he 
groaned, raising his eyebrows at Will, who gave him a nod to wish him luck. 

From where he was standing, Will could see that Chester's weight was making the bridge 
say. And even though Chester was taking it slowly, the bridge swayed alarmingly and made such 
loud creaking noises, Will thought the whole thing was going to come crashing down at any 
moment. But the boy stopped frequently, allowing the bridge to settle down before he continued 
again, and eventually made it safely to the other side. 


Then came Will's turn. Picking up Elliott and the stretcher, he ventured forward. He'd gone 
twenty steps when he had to stop. He stood as rigid as a statue. There were two guide ropes on 
either side of the bridge at waist height and Will longed to grip one of these, but he couldn't 
because his arms were full with Elliott. 

"It's a long way down," a voice in his head boomed so loudly he flinched, and then just the 
thing he didn't want to happen happened. The irrational urge was back, and it was as if he was 
suddenly under the control of some puppet master. He could so vividly picture himself pivoting 
over one of the guide ropes and tumbling into the velvety, welcoming darkness below. Somehow, 
it made such perfect sense. For several seconds he wasn't aware of anything else, just the 
overwhelming attraction of the empty air below him as it tried to suck him down. He hadn't a 
thought for Elliott who was totally at his mercy, or for Chester and Martha on the other side or the 
crevasse; there was only him, and the persuasive, irresistible pull. The, in that small portion of 
his brain that was still cogent, he forced himself to consider Elliott and how wrong it would be to 
take her with him. But it wasn't enough — the compulsion was too strong. 

"Please," he whimpered. "Please, no." 

Then something nudged him from behind, and he swiveled his head stiffly round to see what 
it was. Bartleby's face was there, his big eyes peering at him with incomprehension. The cat had 
obviously decided that it was time for him to cross, and couldn't understand why Will was 
stationary and blocking his way. As Will locked eyes with the cat, the animal gave a low meow 
— with an intonation that made it almost human; he could have been saying, 'Why?' 

Will blinked, and the urge flickered like a candle flame in the wind, and then was 
extinguished. He swung around to see Chester poised at the other end of the bridge. Will began 
forward again, the cat treading softly behind him, nudging the boy when he thought he was 
moving too slowly. 

As Martha had told them not to speak, Chester didn't say anything when Will was back on 
terra firma again, but his concern showed in his eyes. Will stumbled a little way down the tunnel 
where he put Elliott down, then slumped to the ground beside her, his head in his hands. 

Once Rebecca had joined them they were ready to move on. They hadn't gone far when 
they noticed that they were walking on fungus again, and then they were almost immediately 
faced with the prospect of three successive vertical drops. Will was still feeling drained after the 
incident on the bridge, and the thought of carefully lowering Elliott and the stretcher down each 
one was almost too much to contemplate. It wasn't another outbreak of the urge that troubled him 
— for some reason, that didn't reappear — it was the amount of planning associated with each 
maneuver. And the slippery surface of the fungus only added to their difficulties. By the time 
they'd finished the third and final descent, Will was fit to drop, but by her frantic pointing and 
gesticulations, Martha wasn't allowing them a second's rest. 

Half an hour later they entered a sizable cavern. Will had just detected the distant sound of 
falling water when Martha slowed to a crawl. Will saw why as her light fell on something. 
Protruding at an angle from the swells of fungus, there seemed to be a small tower, maybe thirty 
meters tall. Only its upper half was visible — it's dark surface smooth and with a metallic sheen 
to it — while the rest was encased in swells of fungal growth. 

"The metal ship," Will whispered, his face breaking into a grin. 

They'd finally arrived at their destination. He wanted to shout with joy, but knew he 
couldn't. Chester was jabbing his finger frantically to draw Will's attention to the area underneath 
the tower, and to the left and right of it. Their lights didn't penetrate very far into the darkness, 
and it took Will a few moments to see what Chester was so excited about. The form of the fungus 
suggested there was more to the tower than immediately met the eye, and whatever it was, it was 
big. It seemed to be cylindrical, and Will immediately tried to work out what sort of ship it could 
be. He'd never been terribly interested in them, except those of historical importance, like the 
Cutty Sark. 


Martha hurriedly shepherded them to the base of the tower. The boys had to keep shielding 
their faces as strong squalls blasted showers of water at them. Salt water, Will thought to himself 
as he tasted the tanginess on his lips. 

Beyond the tower nothing was visible, just a gaping blackness. Will immediately assumed 
that the ship was poised on the very edge of another of the Seven Sisters. At first glance it could 
have been the Pore itself, but the never-ending roar of falling water, like faraway thunder, set it 
apart. 

They climbed up the curved surface of the ship with some difficulty, slipping and sliding as 
they went, then gathered together at the base of the tower. Martha was using a knife to poke 
around in the fungus, evidently searching for something. As the knife grated against metal, 
Martha thrust her hand into the fungus and pulled hard, grunting and straining, until a few links of 
rusted chain were visible. The fungus growth had clearly enveloped the chain, as it had just about 
everything else in the vicinity. 

With a last effort from Martha, the chain suddenly came free, tearing a line all the way up 
the fungus sheath. As it rattled against the exposed metal at the top of the tower, Will saw it was 
secured to something up there. Grabbing hold of the chain, Martha wasted no time in heaving 
herself up. It occurred to Will that they weren't attempting to jump to the tip because of the risk 
of missing it and ending up in the void. 

Chester climbed up next, the lowered a rope to pull up Elliott and the stretcher. After 
Rebecca had ascended with the rucksacks, it was Bartleby's turn. He was none too happy when 
Will looped a rope around him so that Martha could hoist him up. Once this was done, Will 
heaved himself to the top, and found only Martha still there. 

He didn't have any time to take in where he was, or where the others had gone, as a high- 
pitched wail cut through the air. 

"Brights," Martha said, her voice not much more than a whisper. In a heartbeat, her 
crossbow was in her hands and cocked. As Will craned his neck to peer up above, he glimpsed 
dim lights, but these were so vague and undefined it was as if he was viewing fireflies through a 
mesh screen. 

He wasn't sure if he'd blinked or not, but there was suddenly a large object within the limits 
of Martha's light. It seemed to come from nowhere, and Will found it difficult to take in what he 
was actually seeing. 

His first impression was of its color — and it was almost pure white. Its wings, some ten 
meters from tip to tip, were stretched wide. Between these, its body was the size of a full-grown 
man's, but there was nothing remotely human about it. Will recognized straight away that it was 
some kind of insect from the arrangement of its head and thorax, and its strange abdomen which 
seemed to be split, as if it actually had legs. But he saw that these twin prongs of its abdomen 
were not limbs, and were covered in downy feathers, or perhaps mothlike scales of some 
description. And clinging to its forked abdomen were many small black objects — arachnids — 
tiny versions of the spider-monkeys, he guessed on the spur of the moment. 

There was something very batlike about the angular outline of the creature's wings, and this 
impression was further enhanced as it flapped them once, and Will heard their leathery beat. 

There was a hiss as Martha fired a bolt straight at the creature. Although it had been 
perhaps no more than twenty meters above the tower, the bolt encountered nothing but air. The 
creature had simply disappeared. 

"What!" Will exclaimed. He was sure he hadn't blinked — and even if he had, these 
creatures were preternaturally fast. 

He heard another beat of its wings. It reappeared again, this time to the left of the tower, 
and closer. And this time Will happened to have his lantern up, so that the creature was caught in 
the full glare of its beam. 

Its head was not dissimilar to the size and shape of a rugby ball, with a small coiled 
proboscis dead center, beneath which lay a mouth packed with rows of savage-looking, pearl- 


white teeth. And right above its proboscis were a pair of silvery discs — Will knew that these 
probably weren't eyes, but something similar to the 'ears' Martha had shown him on he dead 
spider-monkey. 

This time Will did blink as he was so surprised, but the creature was still there when he 
opened his eyes. The oddest thing was that its features strongly suggested a face. And stranger 
still, on the very top of its head there was what appeared to be an oscillating disc — a circular 
structure that emitted a light which seemed to pulse in intensity. Will instinctively knew this 
must be some kind of lure, to draw its prey to it in the darkness. 

With this glimpse of the creature Will also saw that it had its wings drawn back as if in a 
dive. 

A dive towards him and Martha. 

Will was rooted to the spot by the apparition, but Martha again fired her crossbow. Fora 
second time the creature simply vanished, leaving Will staring at thin air. It took a frantic shout 
from Martha to bring him back to his senses. 

"Get in!" he screamed, bundling him into the opening by her feet. His lantern spun out of 
his grip, falling below where he heard it clatter. Will too would have fallen, if he hadn't by sheer 
luck caught hold of a metal ladder. He managed to climb down a few rungs before Martha, 
descending with all the delicacy of a stampeding hippo, trod on his fingers. 

"Ow!" he cried, extricating his hand as she slammed the hatch shut above them and secured 
it by turning the circular locking mechanism. 

"What the hell was that thing out there?" he exclaimed, flexing his fingers to ease the pain as 
he scanned around the confined space he found himself in. "No way was it a spider-monkey!" he 
added as he realized he was now inside the 'tower' of the ship. It was oval-shaped and numerous 
pipes and conduits ran down the sides. 

"It was a Bright," she said breathlessly. "I told you they nest here. They're a very different 
kettle of fish to the spiders — they can fly." 

"You don't say," Will mumbled to himself as he descended to the bottom of the ladder, 
passing through another hatch on the way. As he dropped lower, he noticed the air had a 
staleness to it, and he smelt traces of damp and mildew. His feet clanged down on a metal-grilled 
floor. It was at an angle and he assumed that was because of the way the ship had settled when it 
had fallen down the void. As he stooped to retrieve his lantern, Chester rushed up to him. 

Will tried to tell him about the flying creature. "You'll never—" 

"Will! Will! Chester interrupted, gabbling in his excitement. "This isn't any old ship! It's a 
bloody submarine. And a new one at that!" He raised his light so Will could see what lay around 
him. 

"Wild!" Will said, laughing with the strangeness of it all. It reminded him of a scene from a 
film. He looked at the panels of electronic equipment, all completely dark and dust covered. And 
although it appeared very modern and complex, there were the stubs of burnt-down candles on 
some of the flat surfaces. Around them were pools of melted wax, which had formed long strings 
as it had dripped to the floor. "They didn't have any power," he noted, then stepped to the center 
of the space in which there was a column that could have been the periscope, and a small desk 
above which a Perspex sheet was suspended in a frame. It had contour lines drawn on it as if it 
was a map, although the sheet was shattered and some of the map was missing. 

"A submarine," he said, not really taking in what he was saying. "So we just entered 
through what must be the conning tower. And this is the control room or... or the bridge, or 
something like that. Is that right?" 

"S'pose so, yes," Chester shrugged. 

"But how could a submarine get all the way down here? How could that happen?" 

"What about the stuff you were telling me about moving dishes?" Chester suggested. 

"Moving plates," Will corrected him. He strolled slowly around, inspecting the 
sophisticated arrays of equipment. "Yes, plate tectonics. Some sort of seismic shift on the sea 


bed... perhaps the submarine just got sucked in." Then he reached where Chester had left Elliott, 
still on her stretcher. It brought him back to the reason they had come here. "We need those 
medical supplies. Martha, which way are they?" 

"Here," she said, already heading through a rounded doorway with a raised threshold, then 
along the gangway on the other side. As they passed a cabin with an open door, Will spotted 
objects floating in dirty water. Because of the angle of the hull, the water rose above the height of 
the floor grille down one side of the ship. He saw clothes, a single deck shoe and some sodden 
cardboard boxes partially immersed in it, white tendrils of mildew growing over them. 

"Hold on a second — there's something here," he said, as he stooped to pick it up. 

"A newspaper," Chester suggested, as Will opened it out. Half of it had been turned to a 
soggy pulp by the water, but the rest was still legible. Will saw a picture of a man with a large 
moustache, and that the print around it was in Russian. 

As Chester looked over his shoulder, Will pointed to the top of the page. "You're right — it 
could be a Rusky newspaper... but can you read what that says? Is it a date?" he asked. 

"Atdhfom," Chester said, struggling with the word. "Um... I'd have to try to remember 
what that means — it must be the month — but look here at the year. It's less than a year old!" 
Then he frowned. "I don't even know what the date is now." 

"T've no idea either," Will said. He bit his lip as something occurred to him. "You know, I 
suppose I could even be fifteen by now. I might have had a birthday." Then he chucked the 
paper down. "But none of this is going to help Elliott. Come on." 

They went along a gangway and through several bulkhead doors until Martha came to a 
cabin. She seemed reluctant to enter it. Chester looked at her questioningly. "Too many bad 
memories," she whispered. 

Will had already poked his head inside the cabin. "It's a mess in there." 

Martha nodded. "It was like that when I found it," she said. 

"But what about the people — the crew? Was there any sign of them when Nathaniel first 
came here?" Chester asked. 

"None. And from the looks of it, they left in a hurry. Now, if you don't mind, I'm going to 
crawl away someplace and get some sleep," she said, as she staggered wearily back along the 
gangway. 

Will and Chester set about searching the cabin, in which there was an examination table and 
a light on an adjustable stand. There were also several medical posters of the human body on the 
walls. Many metal-framed chairs were heaped in a corner as if they'd just been thrown there, and 
a good deal of broken glass and medical instruments were strewn across the floor. But what 
immediately caught the boys' attention was that one whole side of the cabin was taken up by tall 
cabinets. They quickly began to open these, finding that inside them were numerous drawers, all 
lined with foam inserts. Will clucked as he found only empty impressions in the foam in the 
drawers he was searching, but Chester was having more luck. He was coming across a large 
number of bottles of pills and liquids. 

The boys worked together, taking everything out and placing it on the examination table. 
As they were doing this, Chester remarked on the dark patches all over the melamine surface of 
the table. "What do you think this is?" he asked, gingerly touching one of them. 

"Could be blood," Will said, screwing up his face. 

Chester stared at it uneasily for several seconds. "So what did happen to the crew?" 

"Who knows? Perhaps they were all wiped out by those flying things I saw," Will replied. 
"Why else would they leave so much kit behind?" He sniffed, then sniffed again. "Do you smell 
that? There's something sort of sour in here." 

"Hope it's not me," Chester said earnestly, lifting up an arm to sample his armpit. 

Will smiled. "No, I don’t mean us. It's a chemical smell. Like chloroform or something." 

Chester rubbed his forehead, his expression one of concern. "I was thinking... what if the 
very thing we need — the antibiotics — have already been used up by the crew, or even taken by 


Martha when she came here before? She did say she lost a load of stuff on the way back to 
Nathaniel." He thought for a second. "And you do know that antibiotics go off if they get too 
warm, don't you? When I had some pills for an ear infection, my mum kept them in the fridge." 

Will was undeterred. "Look, there's got to be something here... anything... that can help 
Elliott. We can't have come all this way for nothing." 

With all the medicines they could find spread out on the examination table, Chester began 
the arduous process of trying to decipher the labels as Will held the lantern. They became 
increasingly despondent; either the words were way beyond Chester's limited knowledge of the 
Russian language, or even if they were in English, they didn't mean anything to either of the boys. 

Fretting to himself, Chester was checking through all the bottles for a second time as Will 
scoured every inch of the cabin to see if they had missed anything. As he began to pull the chairs 
from the corner, he spotted something. 

"Wahay!" he exclaimed, quickly hoisting it out and putting it on the table. 

It was an orange plastic case. He undid the catches and raised the lid. There were quite a 
few medicines piled inside, which he and Chester immediately began to scrutinize. 

"Amoxicillin!" Chester exclaimed, holding up a bottle of pills. "I recognize this! The GP 
gave it to me when I got a cut in my knee and it went pusy." 

"Amoxicillin? Are you sure?" Will asked him. 

"One hundred percent. And the use by date probably isn't even that long ago. I bet it's still 
safe to use it," Chester said. He suddenly grabbed Will's arm. "Christ almighty, Will! Rebecca! 
We left Elliott with her!" 

Will tried to calm him down. "Cool it — we're going back there right now. I'm sure 
everything's just fine." 

"I don't care what you think! She's alone with Elliott! And I left my flipping rifle there, 
too!" Chester cried, launching himself through the doorway. Out in the gangway, he was moving 
so fast that he walloped his forehead against an oil lantern hanging from one of the overhead 
pipes, but still he didn't slow. 

With Will close behind him, they burst on to the submarine's bridge. Chester went straight 
to his rifle and snatched it up. Elliott was lying on the stretcher where he had left her, but the 
bindings and the blanket had been removed from around her. 

"What have you done to her?" Chester demanded furiously, pointing at Elliott. 

Rebecca backed away in alarm at Chester's outburst. The fact that he had his rifle in his 
hands made him all the more threatening. 

Kneeling beside Elliott, Chester put his ear to her face. Then he took hold of her wrist. 
"She's still got a pulse," he told Will. 

"I cleaned her up. That's all. I found a tank of water up front. And a bottle of iodine to 
sterilize it," Rebecca explained. "You shouldn't drink it, but it's okay for washing." 

"I think Elliott's all right," Chester said to Will, as if he hadn't heard a word Rebecca had 
been saying. 

"Chester," Will said, "She's wearing fresh clothes. Her face has been washed. Look at her!" 

"I haven't done anything to her," Rebecca insisted, almost in tears. "I was just trying to 
help." 

Chester caught sight of a small fire burning in the corner of the bridge. "Then what the 
hell's that? What's your game?" 

"I'm heating up some broth for Elliott," Rebecca replied quietly. "Thought you might like 
some too." 

Chester caught his breath, looking rather sheepish as he realized that Rebecca hadn't been up 
to anything sinister. "Right... good," he said, adding a gruff, "Thanks," as he rose to his feet. 

"Pleasure," Rebecca said, as she noticed the bottle in Chester's hand. "You found 
something!" She turned to Will. "Can I see it?" she asked him eagerly. 

"No, you can't," Chester replied automatically. 


"Oh, come on. Let her," Will said. "I mean, what harm can it do?" 

Chester reluctantly held the bottle out to Rebecca, who took it and studied the label. 
"Amoxicillin... yes, it's an excellent general antibiotic. These are 250 milligram pills, so give her 
a larger dose to begin with... say three or even four a day. That should do the trick if the fever's 
caused by a bacterial infection, but of course they won't make any difference if it's viral." 

"How do you know all that?" Chester asked in astonishment. 

"Shaking his head, Will gave a dry laugh. "If you're going to kill a few hundred million 
Topsoilers, I suppose you might want to know a bit about the medicines they use, don't you think, 
Chester?" 

"Yeah, silly question," his friend conceded. 
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Elliott responded immediately to the antibiotics, and it was quite something when she 
opened her eyes three days later and was able to hold a conversation with the boys. They'd put 
her in what had to be the Captain's cabin, judging by the slightly wider bunk, the oak desk and 
chair, and the framed photographs of submarines and battleships that adorned the walls. 

Although she was still very groggy, the boys propped her up with rolled blankets, and it was 
a minor miracle to watch her as she drank some water unaided. Their spirits buoyed by her 
recovery, Will and Chester began to tell her everything that had happened since the moment 
they'd fallen down the Pore, but it was rather a lot for her to absorb in her weakened state. Her 
attention seemed to wander as she just gazed around the cabin, so they decided she'd had enough 
excitement for the time being and should be left to rest. 

A day later she was awake and Chester was sitting with her when Rebecca flitted past the 
doorway on her way down the gangway. 

"Who the hell was that?" Elliott demanded. 

"The Rebecca twin," Chester said. "Don't you remember we told you she turned up at—?" 

"She's a Styx!" Elliott shrieked. "No! No, not here! Don't let her in here with us!" 

Will heard the shouting from the bridge and came running in. By the time he arrived, Elliott 
was hyperventilating and quite beside herself. Chester was holding her, trying to calm her down. 

"What happened?" Will asked. "Why's she like this?" 

"She saw Rebecca, and just went loopy. She doesn't seem to remember anything we told her 
yesterday," Chester said, as Elliott simply sagged in his arms, falling back into deep slumber. 

Rebecca appeared at the door. 

"Haven't you done enough already?" Chester snapped at her. 

"This is to be expected," Rebecca declared. "Because her temperature was high for so long, 
it's like her brain has been in a slow cooker... it's only natural that she's acting a bit weird." 

"So there's nothing to be worried about?" Will shot back at her. 

"No, I wouldn't say so, although we don't know yet whether there's any lasting damage from 
the fever. But I checked her pupils and the dilation response is normal, and her glands are down." 

"You did?" Will asked. 

Rebecca nodded. "And as far as I could tell there's no residual inflammation of any of her 
major organs. We need to keep her on a steady dose of antibiotics, and just let her settle down 
over the next week." 

"You sound just like a flipping doctor," Chester said, but Will could tell he was grateful that 
Rebecca seemed to know what she was talking about. 

"We can't stay for another week," Martha said, stepping out from behind Rebecca. "There's 
the minor matter of food and water. I can just about keep our water supply topped up from the 
spring outside, but we need more food." 

This came as no real surprise. Except for Elliott, the rest of them were already on reduced 
rations. Martha was doing her best to make their stocks last, and they hadn't found anything on 
the submarine, other than some sweets stuffed into the toes of a pair of trainers in one of the 
lockers. 

And because the Brights presented such a danger, Martha wouldn't let any of them put as 
much as a foot outside the submarine, not for any reason. Every so often she asked Will or 
Chester to man the hatch while she went off to the nearby spring to fill the canteens with fresh 
water, protecting herself from the Brights with smoldering sprigs of Aniseed Fire. And for an 
hour every day she'd prop the hatch open to allow some fresh air to circulate into the submarine, 
but she was always there guarding it with her crossbow. At all other times she insisted that it be 
kept shut, with the wheel turned so that it was locked down tight. 


No one said anything, looking at each other for a decision until Martha spoke again. 
"There's always the cat." 

"We can't let him go outside to hunt for us — won't the Brights get him?" Will asked 
immediately. 

Chester inclined his head a little as he spoke. "Will, I don't think that's what she means." 

"The only way we can get through another week is if we eat the cat," Martha confirmed. 

"Eat Bartleby?" Will choked, although he wasn't sure if she really meant it. "Not a bloody 
chance!" 

"Then we have no alternative but to go back to the Wolf Caves... or the shack," Martha said. 

Will rubbed his chin as he considered the situation. "Well... we can carry Elliott on the 
stretcher like we did on the way here. That wouldn't be a problem. Once we're in the Wolf 
Caves, we can decide what to do next. Happy with that, Chester?" 

"Sure," Chester agreed. "Just let's not hang around here so long that we're eating soggy 
cardboard to stay alive. If we're going to go, let's do it soon." 

They resolved to set out for the caves in twenty-four hours. 

Leaving Chester to watch Elliott, Will went off to check the kit in the rucksacks in readiness 
for the journey. Once he'd finished, he wandered aimlessly around the submarine, eventually 
heading to the rearmost and by far the largest compartment in the vessel. It was occupied by the 
submarine's twin propulsion units, huge chunks of engine in polished steel casings. It wasn't that 
easy to get around in this compartment because most of the metal grilles composing the gangways 
had been removed. This was obviously where Martha's son had obtained the metal sheeting he'd 
taken back to the shack. 

Immediately preceding the engines were two sealed areas which, from the elaborate locking 
systems, resembled strong rooms of some description. Will discovered that their doors required 
special keys to open them. However, he had no intention of attempting this because of the 
radioactivity warning signs plastered all around them. 

As he made his way to the other end of the submarine he passed Martha, who was sound 
asleep, a hand on the crossbow beside her on the mattress. 

Will had just passed Elliott's cabin when he heard a noise and turned to see Rebecca was 
following quietly behind him. 

"How's it going?" he asked, a little surprised that she was there, and wondering what she 
wanted. 

"Fine," she answered sweetly. 

With Rebecca still in tow, Will reached the door that led to the bow section of the 
submarine. He looked through the thick glass porthole at the mass of tangled metal inside. It 
appeared to have borne the brunt of the impact as the submarine crashed down the void. 

"Bet there are torpedoes in there," Rebecca said casually, standing on tiptoe to see over his 
shoulder. "Probably with nuclear warheads." 

"Really," Will replied, wiping the glass with his sleeve to get a better view. "Just the sort of 
thing your people would love to get their mitts on," he added as an afterthought. 

She laughed, but her eyes were cold, as if Will had offended her. "No, not our style," she 
said crisply as she lounged against the sloping side wall. "We want to mend the planet, not turn it 
into a wasteland where only rats and cockroaches can live. But you Topsoilers seem to be bent 
on doing just that. You don't care that you're polluting and ruining it, bit by bit, day by day. Not 
as long as you have your three square meals, your TV and your nice warm beds." She was 
speaking with the spiteful assurance that he knew from the Rebecca of old, with the hardness that 
he so detested, and it riled him. 

"Don't blame me for what's going on," he objected. "If it was up to me, I'd do something to 
stop all the pollution and global warming." 

"Oh yeah? How? You're just as much to blame as any one of those other seven billion 
people crawling over the crust like greedy dung beetles," she said, with a glance upwards. "Don't 


you see what you've done? You've tried to make the world a ‘better’ place for yourselves... you've 
tried to control everything that shouldn't be controlled. And now it's all gone horribly wrong, 
you're forced to try to control it even more. But you can't, and you won't. If you try to bend 
nature to suit yourself, nature's going to bend you back. You and all the rest of the Topsoilers are 
fast approaching the end of the road... just as the Book of Catastrophes foretold." 

Will didn't much care for the way she was lecturing him, and was only just managing to 
keep his temper. He couldn't believe the transformation that had come over the girl, as if she was 
letting her true colors show through. Then, just as abruptly, her whole demeanor changed, and 
she smiled. Uncrossing her arms, she waved something in front of him. 

"I thought you might be interested in these. I found them tucked down the side of a bunk," 
she said pleasantly. She offered him what appeared to be some photographs, all the size of 
holiday snaps. 

A little disarmed by the change in Rebecca, he took the photographs and began to look 
through them. There were ten of them, all black and white, and spotted with patches of damp or 
perhaps oil. The images were a little fuzzy and reminded him of some old instant photographs — 
Polaroids, he thought they were called — that his father had shown him of when, long before 
Will was born, Dr. Burrows had trekked along a section of Hadrian's Wall. 

But these were of groups of clean-cut men in dark sweaters, some wearing military-style 
caps. The photographs had what looked like Russian words written on them, scratched into the 
glossy surfaces of the prints with a blue ballpoint pen. 

"The crew?" Will said, glancing at Rebecca. 

She nodded. 

In the first photographs the men were on the upper deck of the submarine, the open sea 
behind them. They were all smiling, and their eyes were as bright as the sky above. Then, as 
Will continued through the pack, he came to some in which the contrast was much higher — they 
had clearly been taken with a flash, either in the submarine itself or underground. But still the 
men looked to be in good shape. 

However, the last photographs told a very different story. In these there were far fewer men, 
and they looked a world apart from the young sailors in the earlier snaps: their bearded faces now 
gaunt and grim, and their eyes haunted. 

"Poor sods. You can tell they had a rough time of it," Will commented. 

Rebecca didn't reply immediately. Pushing herself away from the wall as if she was about 
to leave, she lowered her voice. "Will... there's something..." she began, then seemed to hesitate. 

"What?" he asked, tearing his gaze away from the photographs. 

"Have you ever stopped to ask yourself what became of all those guys... what really 
happened to the crew of this sub?" 

Will shrugged. "Either they went off somewhere, or the Brights got them?" 

Rebecca stared at him, unblinking. "Martha's son salvaged a ton of stuff from here before 
he came down with the fever." 

"So?" 

"Do did her really lug all that metal back to the shack by himself? Or did some of the men 
go with him? Did they help him get it there? And, if that's the case, what happened to them?" 

Will looked askance at her. "Are you saying that he... or Martha... did something to the 
survivors?" 

She shrugged. 

"Are you saying they killed them?" Will asked. He happened to look at the next photograph 
and it took his attention away from what Rebecca had been saying. The men seemed to be 
standing next to a tall boulder with a symbol on it. Will stuck his head closer to the print, trying 
to make out what the symbol was. He saw three single lines which splayed out, like the top of a 
trident. He immediately touched his chest, feeling the pendant under his shirt that Uncle Tam had 
given him, and which had exactly the same symbol on it. 


"What's going on in this one?" he asked, holding the print up. "I know this sign." 

Rebecca was dismissive in her answer, perhaps a little irritated that Will had been distracted 
from what she'd been saying. "Oh, sure, you find it carved on stones in the Deeps." 

"But none of the people from this submarine are likely to have been to the Deeps," Will 
reasoned, "so they must have come across it down here somewhere." 

"As I was saying, Will, just keep your eyes open," Rebecca said. 

"Martha isn't like th—" Will began, about to defend the woman. 

Rebecca gave a harsh guffaw. "Martha and her brat were renegades. They're capable of just 
about anything. And you didn't investigate the graves behind the shack, did you... you didn't see 
how recent some of them were?" 

"No... did you?" 

Ignoring his question, Rebecca continued. "You know she can tell a porky when it suits her. 
You caught her out big time when she fibbed about the medicines. She won't forget you did that 
in a hurry. The only one of us she gives a jot about is Chester." 

"Yeah, but—" he started to say. 

"Keep the photos — they're yours," Rebecca said. She turned on her heels and strolled away 
from him, swinging her hips as she went. There was no sign of her limp any longer. She lingered 
for a moment on the threshold to the next compartment. 

"Watch your back, Will," Rebecca said ominously, then sniggered unpleasantly. "Because if 
we run low on meat, she might just eat it. And that's all I'm saying." Then she was gone, leaving 
Will with the photographs in his hand, and serious doubts in his mind. 


x x x x x 


Will found it hard to sleep after the conversation with Rebecca. Every time he shut his eyes, 
he saw the haggard, desperate faces of the submarine crew. But worse even than that, his 
imagination was working overtime as he pictured Martha digging new graves behind the shack 
and rolling the bodies into them. He tired to dismiss the image. His faith in Martha had been 
largely restored after she'd helped them to find the submarine, but now that was being 
undermined. 

Rebecca was right — Will had gone up against the woman when he'd caught her out. Would 
she eventually dump him, keeping Chester as her surrogate son? Will could easily see that 
happening. And Martha had nursed Elliott, but he was sure that this was only because the girl 
was important to Chester — he didn't get the feeling Martha really gave two hoots about her. 
Would she somehow engineer Elliott's disappearance, or death, too? And as for Rebecca, she 
was a foregone conclusion — Martha wouldn't think twice about using her for crossbow practice. 

If Martha was really that ruthless, then Will had to be prepared for the eventuality that she 
might make a move on him, or any of the others. He had to try to second-guess her, and his mind 
churned with all the outcomes. 

Will tossed and turned on the narrow mattress in the lower rankings' quarters, where the 
bunks were three high against the wall. He was in the top bunk, while Bartleby had curled up in 
the bottom one, and was snoring like an angry warthog and his limbs were twitching as he had 
one of his feline dreams. Yet again, Will wished he could trade places with the animal, and have 
a simple, uncomplicated life. 
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As they all clung to the ladder in the conning tower, Martha lit a large bundle of Aniseed 
Fire. She lifted up the outer hatch, lobbed the smoldering plants outside and then slammed the 
hatch shut again. "We should give it a couple of minutes," she said. 

As they waited for the go ahead from Martha, it seemed to Will that Chester was studying 
her, as if he was weighing up what he thought of her. Perhaps this was all in Will's mind, because 
he'd told him what Rebecca had said about the woman. Will had expected Chester to dismiss it 
out of hand — not least because he didn't trust Rebecca as far as he could throw her — but the 
instant rebuttal from his friend never came. Instead, Chester just looked confused, and 
murmured, "I don't know,” several times. 

As the seconds ticked by in the conning tower, Chester broke the silence with a cough and 
shifted on the ladder. It was obvious that he was itching to get going but, equally, was extremely 
nervous about what was waiting for them on the outside. "These Bright things — are they really 
that dangerous?" he asked Martha. 

"Yes," Martha confirmed. "That dangerous." 

"You didn't see it, Chester," Will put in. "It was really nasty-looking." 

"But the Aniseed Fire will protect us, won't it?" Chester asked. 

"It's better than nothing," Martha replied. 

"It works with the spider-monkeys, though," Will said. 

"The Brights are a different story. Once they've picked up your scent, they're like stalkers 
— they don't give up." Her eyes became unfocused, as if she was remembering something. 
"Every so often a Bright would pop up in the Deeps, but they're heavier there, so they're slower. 
One had been shadowing us for mile after mile as we moved about the Great Plain, and we knew 
we had to get it before it got us. I eventually brought it down with a lucky shot. I tell you, even 
when it was grounded, its body all broken up, it refused to die. It was crawling towards us and 
snapping at us until the last drop of blood had pumped out of it." She shook her head. "I don't 
know any other animal that can match its hunger." 

"Horrible," Chester said, shivering. 

Martha touched the point of the bolt slotted in her crossbow. "Some say they're as old as the 
hills... that they ruled the skies long before there were any Topsoilers. 

Elliott moaned, tossing her head, the only part of her body she could move now she was 
trussed up again in a blanket and bound to the stretcher. 

"That should be long enough," Martha decided, placing her hand on the underside of the 
hatch. "Everyone ready?" 

The boys answered, although Rebecca remained silent. 

"Once we're away from the ship, we move as a group. And remember — keep the noise 
down." 

She pushed the hatch open and they climbed out onto the observation platform, then 
abseiled down the side of the conning tower using the chain. 

"Easy, boy," Will whispered as he released Bartleby. Rather than scampering off as he 
usually did, Will noticed the cat didn't seem to want to move. His large ears were twitching like 
animated satellite dishes as if they were homing in on something. Martha had been checking the 
darkness above the submarine for any sign of the Brights, but wheeled around to face the cavern. 
Raising a hand to indicate they should all stay put, she continued to scrutinize it, tilting her head 
as if she was straining to hear something. Will couldn't understand what she was doing. Weren't 
the Brights the biggest threat right now? Why wasn't she leading them away from the submarine 
as she'd said she would? 

Will and Chester glanced at each other, wondering what was wrong, when they both heard 
the murmur of distant voices. 


A light flickered from the mouth of the tunnel at the far end of the cavern as two figures 
wandered out from it. Will couldn't see them clearly. One of the figures was taller than the other, 
and he heard a voice — it sounded angry. 

Martha remained statue-still. Hardly moving her lips, she spoke to them. "When I tell you 
to run, break in that direction. There's a passage down there," she said, glancing briefly to their 
left. "And don't wait for me." She brought her crossbow up. 

As the two figures came closer, making absolutely no attempt to conceal themselves, Will 
was able to hear what the voice was saying. 

"What's with this all this stop-start business, anyway?" it demanded. "We bat along for mile 
after mile, then — for no apparent reason — you say we've got to wait. We've wasted days just 
twiddling our thumbs. We could have used all that time for something constructive." 

"Dad?" Will gasped, loudly enough for the others around him to hear. "Is that my dad?" 

"Can't be," Chester said, shaking his head in disbelief. 

Will instinctively knew that it was Dr. Burrows, and his natural impulse was to run towards 
him, but for reasons he couldn't explain to himself, he found he was checking his rifle was loaded. 
Perhaps it was because he'd spotted Rebecca dumping her rucksacks and edging stealthily 
forward, as if she was about to make a break for the center of the cavern. Or perhaps it was 
because he also instinctively knew who the smaller figure accompanying his father had to be. An 
alarm bell was ringing in his head, and it was growing louder by the second. 

The taller of the two figures came to a standstill. Will saw the glint of his glasses. 

"Dad?" he yelled. "Is that really you?" 

The figure started with surprise. 

"WILL!" it cried, beginning to walk quickly towards him. "JESUS CHRIST! WILL! " 

"Oh, no," Martha breathed, switching her head from one side to the other. 

At either end of the submarine stood a man. With their tall, thin bodies they were 
unmistakable. They were Limiters. Emerging from the shadows, they were standing to attention 
like Topsoil soldiers, their spears held ready. 

"We're in big trouble," Will said. 

Bringing his rifle up, Chester made a whining sound. 

"We're in deep pooh," he muttered. 

Dr. Burrows was some thirty meters away from the submarine when the smaller figure at his 
side shouted. "That's far enough!" it ordered him. Will had seen by now that it was indeed the 
second Rebecca twin who was accompanying his father. The twin seized Dr. Burrows by the 
arm, bringing him just to an abrupt halt, then aimed a kick which struck him just behind the knee. 
His leg buckled and he dropped into a kneeling position. Before he had time to react, she had 
looped her arm around the top of his head and pressed a scythe to his neck. 

"What are you doing? Stop this nonsense, Rebecca!" he cried. "Stop it this moment!" 

Will still hadn't moved a step, but when he saw the Rebecca twin behind him had begun to 
creep forward again, he acted immediately. 

"Not so fast," he said. She shrieked as he caught her by the hair and swung her in front of 
him, forcing the rifle muzzle up under her chin. 

"Will! No! Please let me go," she begged. "It's her you want... not me!" 

"Yeah — like I still believe you! You told me you were alone down here," Will growled. 
"Chester was right — it was all a big act." 

Her whole demeanor changed in an instant. "You have to admit I was rather good, wasn't I? 
Had you eating out of the palm of my hand," she said smugly. "Drama was our favorite subject at 
school." 

The fact that the twin had stopped the pretense didn't make Will feel any better about the 
already horrendous situation. It was clear that the twins thought they had the upper hand, once 
again, and could do as they pleased. 


"Another Rebecca?" Dr. Burrows gabbled, having taken in the second Styx girl beside Will. 
"How—" 

"Poor old Dr. Buckwheat," the twin at his back cooed. "You always were a bit slow on the 
uptake." 

"But how?" He tried to get up but she dug the scythe sharply into his neck. 

"Stay put," she snapped. "You stupid old goat, we've played you right from the start, right 
from that day we sent Oscar Embers into the museum with the luminescent orb. We wanted to 
get you on the hook, knowing how it would play out. Knowing that sooner or later it would flush 
Sarah Jerome into the open." 

"Sarah Jerome?" he said, not knowing who the twin was talking about. 

"We didn't give a toss about the rest of you. You're all expendable," the twin said, then 
turned her attention to Will. "But isn't this nice?" she sneered, her voice dripping with insincerity. 
"The gang's all here. And Daddy's with his little boy — all together again." 

The twins began to speak in the Styx tongue. 

"Shut up!" Will yelled, pressing the rifle muzzle hard into his twin's throat. "Or I'll shoot 
you." 

"What, are you going to put a bullet in my head? I don't think so, somehow," she said in a 
strangled voice. In complete defiance, she began to speak in Styx again. 

"I mean it," Wills said. "I'll do it!" 

"No, you won't,” the other twin behind Dr. Burrows shouted. "You're a big wuss. You 
haven't got the guts.” 

"Will, what are you doing?" Dr. Burrows exclaimed. "You can't—" 

"Stay out of it, Dad," Will cut him short. "You've got no idea what's going on." Will then 
addressed the twin behind his father. "What do I call you? You can't both be Rebecca." 

"Whatever," she replied curtly 

"Okay, er... Rebecca Two, looks like we've got a standoff here. What do you want to do?" 

"For starters, you can give us those phials back. And we'll also take the old woman," 
Rebecca Two announced. 

"Why her?" Will said, asking himself how she could know that he had the Dominion phials. 

"Because she's the one with the knowledge of these parts." 

Will caught Martha's eye. She had one hand on a bundle of Aniseed Fire stuck in her belt. 
She looked at Will questioningly. Will gave a shake of his head and she took her hand away from 
the dried plants. Then she flicked her eyes upwards, indicating the area above them. Will 
nodded. He knew precisely what she was trying to tell him. All this noise was going to bring the 
Brights down on them. And right now, maybe that wasn't such a bad thing. 

"Come on, we'll do swapsies with you — we'll trade your father for Martha and the phials," 
Rebecca Two continued. "The rest of you can go. She's the only one we want." 

"You're forgetting I've got your sister here, too," Will countered. "Doesn't sound like a fair 
deal to me." 

Out of the corner of his eye, Will saw Martha very slowly draw her knife out. She ran the 
blade along her forearm, cutting deep into it. Then she lowered her arm, dripping blood over the 
ground. 

"My sister's not a part of the equation. Do what you want with her," Rebecca Two 
continued, tossing her head impatiently. "Why don't you listen to what I'm saying? We'll swap 
your father for Martha and the phials. Then the rest of you can go free." 

"Hah! You must think I'm stupid," Will spat. 

"Not stupid — just weak," the girl came back. She gave the Limiters a signal with her eyes 
and they immediately began to advance. "The cards are stacked against you, Will, so I suggest 
we agrees that we're going to agree on something." She laughed, but it was unpleasant and 
throaty. 

Rebecca One suddenly babbled again in Styx. 


"Don't do that! I warned you!" Will shouted, yanking her hair. He heard growling by his 
side. He gasped in surprise. Bartleby was several meters away from his and crouching low as if 
he was about to attack. "Bartleby!" he yelled. "What are you doing?" 

"What I told him," Rebecca One said. 

The cat's nostrils were flared and his claws drawn. 

"He's just trying to protect me," Will said, although he didn't sound too confident. 

"Want a bet on that?" Rebecca One cawed. "Remember I told you I looked after him back 
in the Colony? Well, I gave him some extra special training. And he's not the only one," she 
sniggered. Then she spoke in Styx again, and the cat edged even closer to Will. 

"You, you traitor!" Will yelled at the cat, almost lost for words. It was as if Bartleby didn't 
recognize him at all. Like a coiled spring about to snap open, the cat crouched even lower and 
hissed at him. Bartleby's eyes were crazed and wide, as if filled with blood lust. 

"Don't have many friends, do you?" Rebecca One said. "A single word from me and nice 
kitty will be at your throat." 

"If he does, so help me, you're dead meat," Will said grimly, maneuvering her body so it 
shielded him from the cat. 

There was a sudden cry to Will's left and he saw the Limiter burst into action. 

"An angel!" Dr. Burrows exclaimed. 

Something large and white fell thrashing to the ground before the Limiter. With both hands 
on his spear, the Limiter repeatedly drove the point into the Bright until its movements ceased. 

Will caught Martha's eye again. Her plan was working — the smell of her fresh blood was 
drawing the Brights like moths to a flame. There was another squeal and she spun around, firing 
a bolt. It swished into the darkness but the Bright was gone. It wasn't a perfect plan by any 
means — the Brights were just as much a menace to her and the boys as they were to the Styx. 

There were more eerie squeals from the darkness of the void and dim lights streaked around 
like shooting stars. 

"It starts," Martha said under her breath. 

"Interesting pets you've got down here. I'd like one," Rebecca Two said, but she didn't 
sound quite so sure of herself now. "Perhaps we should conclude our exchange quickly, Will, and 
get out of the open?" 

There was a flurry of activity from the other Limiter, but this time the Bright was the victor. 
They all watched as the soldier was whisked off his feet by the creature, which had its barbed legs 
wrapped around the man's head. Creature and man simply vanished in a blur. The Limiter hadn't 
even had time to cry out. The only evidence that he'd been there was his spear, which toppled to 
the ground. 

There were a few seconds of astonished silence, then only Chester's voice was heard. 

"That evens out the teams a little," he said. 

"Very funny, fat boy," Rebecca Two snarled through her screwed-up mouth. "When I get 
Topsoil again, I'll be sure to pay your mum and dad a visit... in person." 

"Er... I... no..." Chester gulped, the blood draining from his face. 

"We don't have time for this," Martha warned as she glanced heavenwards, her face anxious. 
"Do it, Will. Do the exchange," she urged him. 

"Are you sure?" Will asked her. 

"Yes," she confirmed. "The Styx need me alive. I'll be fine." 

Will knew that none of them had much chance if they remained where they were, not with 
the Brights on the rampage. 

"All Right, Rebecca Two," he yelled. "Let my dad come over to me here, and Martha can 
come to you." 

"No way. Martha stays exactly where she is. I'll come to her," Rebecca Two barked. "You 
can collect Dr. Buckwheat from here. Got that?" 

"How do I know you won't just open fire on us?" Will asked. 


"Because we don't have two rifles and a crossbow like you do, meat head," Rebecca Two 
jeered. 

Checking that the remaining Limiter was sufficiently far away and not about to ambush 
them, Will nodded. 

"Right," Rebecca Two announced. "Musical chairs. Let's all begin walking — nice and 
slow." 

Rather reluctantly, Will relinquished his grip on Rebecca One, who shook her head to 
straighten out her hair, then glowered at Will. 

He glowered back at her. "I should never have bothered to save your life," he fumed. 
Knowing that he'd have to take Elliott with him, Chester was just turning to pick up the 
stretcher when something spun straight between his legs. A black canister rolled over the ground 

towards Dr. Burrows and Rebecca Two, but came to a stop in the middle of the cavern. Will 
immediately recognized what it was. It was one of the explosives Drake and Elliott used in the 
Deeps. But this was a hell of a big one, the size of a can of paint. 

"It's a twenty-pound charge — with a twenty-second fuse. And while I was about it, I 
primed all the others," Elliott said quite calmly, throwing her rucksack on the ground beside her. 
She was sitting up on the stretcher, and looking very much herself again. During the proceedings 
she'd freed herself from her bindings, and everybody had been too preoccupied to notice as she'd 
retrieved her rucksack full of munitions from the end of her stretcher. 

Will and Chester stared at her, dumbstruck. 

"Sixteen seconds... BANG!" she said to them, throwing her arms out demonstratively. 

"No!" Will yelled, thinking that the fever must have loosened a couple of her screws. 
"Why've you done that?" 

"Because they're planning to kill all of us anyway. I heard them say so," Elliott replied. 

Will exchanged glances with Chester and was just about to open his mouth to speak, when 
the other boy go there first. 

"But... how can you know what they're saying?” 

"I can speak their language because I'm half-Styx. My father was a Limiter," Elliott said. 
To prove the point she uttered a couple of nasal and completely unintelligible words. 

"Thirteen.. almost twelve seconds," Rebecca One translated. 

Elliott had the Rebecca twins' undivided attention now. 

"Eleven seconds," Elliott announced through a yawn. 

"Have you really set the explosives?" Will asked her, still unable to believe what was 
happening. 

Elliott nodded. "Ten seconds," she said. And suddenly everyone was galvanized. 

Chester snatched up Elliott, and Martha yanked both of them, not towards the cavern, but to 
the left of the submarine and in the direction of the alternative passage she'd indicated. 

Although Will had his rucksack on his back, he hesitated for a split second, debating 
whether to retrieve the other two that Rebecca One had discarded behind him. The memory of 
how he'd wandered the lave tubes in the Deeps without food or proper equipment was still 
painfully fresh in his mind, and there was no way he wanted a repeat of that. But there just wasn't 
enough time, so instead he put his head down and thundered towards his father with all his might. 
He saw Bartleby pounce towards him. 

"Geddoff!" Will bellowed, lashing out at him with the stock of his rifle. Possibly because he 
was confused and couldn't understand why everyone was haring off in different directions, 
Bartleby's attack lacked its usual intensity. The rifle struck him on the shoulder, and he yelped 
and curled into a ball as he was sent spinning away. 

Will kept on running. He was heading straight for Rebecca Two as she tore in the opposite 
direction towards the submarine. Rebecca One was already at the base of the conning tower with 
the Limiter, who was fighting off an attack from another Bright. 


By now, Dr. Burrows was up on his feet and yelling, "Will, stop that Rebecca! Get my 
tablets from her!" 

The urgency of his father's shouts got through to Will, who aimed himself directly at 
Rebecca Two, knocking her to the ground. 

"Left-hand jacket pocket! Get my stone tablets!" Dr. Burrows yelled as Will stood over the 
dazed Styx girl. He immediately dug into her pocket and found a small bundle wrapped in a 
grimy handkerchief. As she was beginning to come to her senses and was trying to hit out at him, 
he didn't try to search her further. There just wasn't time. 

"GET OUT OF HERE!" Will yelled at his father, who showed no intention of moving to 
safety as he shouted back. 

"Did you get them?" Did you get them?" 

Pounding towards Dr. Burrows, Will built up so much speed he was virtually airborne by 
the time he reached him. His momentum was enough to carry both of them not towards the main 
tunnel, but towards a small passage at its side. Everything was happening so quickly that Dr. 
Burrows didn't have any say in the matter as his son swept him away and out of the cavern. 

Will kept going. The countdown in his mind reached zero, then passed beyond it, but still 
nothing happened. He was beginning to ask himself if Elliott had actually set the fuses or 
whether it had all been a bluff when there was the most almighty explosion. 

The ground bucked under his feet as if he was in the midst of an earthquake. 

He and Dr. Burrows were flung on their fronts, pelted by a hailstorm of pieces of fungus. 

Although the tremors were relatively short-lived and the ground settled down again, the 
sound of the explosion seemed to go on forever. Echoes were reverberating from the walls of the 
void beyond the submarine. As the last report finally faded, Will moaned and began to stir. 
Pushing aside slabs of fungus, he rolled over and sat up. His ears were ringing, and he 
swallowed a couple of times until they felt more normal. 

"Dad," he called, his voice sounding so small and remote. He staggered to his feet, blinking 
to clear his eyes of the stinging, stinking liquid. He shrugged off his rucksack, felt around for his 
lantern until he found it, then began to search for his father. 

There was no sign of him and Will became increasingly worried until he spotted a boot 
sticking out from under a heap of fungus. Dr. Burrows was almost completely buried, but Will 
quickly hoisted him out. He knew his father wasn't too badly hurt when he began to spit brown 
glop from his mouth, at the same time issuing a torrent of curses. His glasses were missing, but 
he didn't seem to be the slightest bit concerned about this. 

"Where are my tablets? Give me my tablets!" he demanded, blinking myopically at his son. 

"You mean these?" Will asked, wondering what was so vitally important about the bundle as 
he took it from his pocket and passed it to his father. 

Dr. Burrows fumbled it open and, one by one, felt the flat pieces of stone. "Thank God, 
they're all right. None of them are broken or lost. Well done, Will. Really well done!" 

"Good, no problem, Dad," Will said, still at a loss to know why his father was showing more 
concern for some little pieces of stone than he was for anything else. More even than for Will. 

"Now where are my glasses?" Dr. Burrows said, and immediately began to crawl on all 
fours to locate them. 

"But, Dad, I can't believe this!" Will gushed, as the realization sank home that against all 
odds they had been reunited. "We're back together again! It's so brilliant to see you when—" 

"Yes, but I can't see anything!" Dr. Burrows snapped at him in a bad-tempered way, still 
looking for his glasses. 

Will hovered by his father for a moment, torn between staying with him or finding out if 
Chester and the others had escaped the explosion. "Dad, I'll be back in a minute. I'll help you 
find them then," he told his father, not waiting for a response as he whisked around and began 
down the tunnel. 


Although it wasn't very far to the entrance, the pieces of fungus made the going tricky. Due 
to the slick of oily fluid in the bottom of the tunnel, the larger slabs of fungus slid from under him 
as he climbed on top of them. And at one point the tunnel was completely obstructed and he was 
forced to clear away the debris before he could proceed. As he hefted sizeable chunks of fungus 
aside, he realized that it had probably saved their lives — not only had it absorbed the blast, but it 
had also cushioned their landings. 

As he finally reached the mouth of the tunnel, he was met by the strangest calm. He was 
just about to step out when he happened to glance down. He gasped, stopping himself in the nick 
of time. There was nothing before him but a huge gaping hole. The entire floor of the cavern had 
completely disappeared. Although he couldn't see the bottom, the cavern walls were illuminated 
by the small fires that still burnt on them, like candles in the niches of a church grotto. 

Dr. Burrows appeared beside his son, having retrieved his glasses. For a while they simply 
stared into the cavern, watching as rocks and pieces of fungus detached from the roof and 
dropped into the blackness. Then they heard a low grinding sound. 

"The submarine," Will whispered, seeing it judder, then settle down again. 

"Submarine?" his father asked, as if he hadn't appreciated what was there before. 

It was quite something to behold; first burnt all over the vessel and the fungus coating had 
been blasted away, so its streamlined hull was clearly visible. But something seemed to be 
happening to it. 

There was a tremendous cracking sound that made both Will and his father flinch, then more 
grinding sounds. The submarine shook and dropped a small distance, then, as they watched, it 
seemed to be toppling sideways, but in slow motion. 

"It's going! It's falling!" Will exclaimed. The explosion had evidently destroyed either the 
fungus or the bedrock on which the hull had been lodged — or both — and now there was 
nothing to prevent it continuing on its way down. 

With a last tremendous groan, it tipped over, completely vanishing from view and leaving 
just the blackness of the void. Will and his father heard distant crashing sounds as it collided with 
the sides as it went. 

"I wonder if the Rebecca twins were on it," Will said quietly. "They had it coming." 

"Dr. Burrows fixed his eyes on his son. "You're going to have some explaining to do, my 
boy," he declared solemnly. 

"Huh?" 

"I just hope you know what you've done," Dr. Burrows said, his voice grave as he waved his 
hand in the direction of the crater. He shook his head, his unevenly-cut hair, soused in fungus 
juice, sticking up in spikes as if he was some middle-aged punk. He looked quite ridiculous. 

"You what?" Will spluttered. "I don't know quite how we managed it, but we just got out of 
there alive... and you're acting like some bloody school teacher. You have got to be joking!" 

"Of course I'm not joking," Dr. Burrows retorted sharply. "You're going to be in big trouble 
for your part in this." 

That was it for Will — he began to snort, then burst into a full-bodied laugh. "Big trouble," 
he repeated, his voice squeaking with incredulity. Catching his breath, he glanced at his father to 
make absolutely certain he was being serious. 

"That's right," Dr. Burrows confirmed. To his continuing surprise, his son dissolved into 
howls of even more uproarious laughter. 

"I'm in big trouble!" Unable to stop himself from laughing and going weak at the knees, 
Will looked for a place to sit down before he fell over. But the tears in his eyes were making it 
hard for him to see. He chose a particularly greasy piece of fungus and slid right off it. But this 
still didn't stop him; rolling on the ground, he continued to laugh so much he had to hold his sides. 
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After a short while, Will's laughter petered out and he fell into a sullen silence. Asking 
himself what he had found so funny, he ignored his father as he made several attempts to climb 
down from the mouth of the tunnel. The blast-damaged fungus simply peeled away in his hands 
as he tried to grip it. And even with the fungus removed, the rock beneath was slippery and 
treacherous due to the grease slopped over it. 

"This is hopeless," he mumbled, staring over at the space where the submarine had been. He 
sucked in his breath as he caught a glimpse of a Bright streaking across the void, thinking to 
himself how much it resembled a shooting star. "Make a wish," he said forlornly. It seemed 
everything was stacked against him. 

Then he leant as far as he could into the new crater, his lantern in his outstretched hand. If 
he'd been able to spot an outcrop or ledge to jump to, he might have taken advantage of the low 
gravity and chanced it. But the crater appeared to be so deep, it would have been tantamount to 
leaping into the void itself. 

"What now?" he asked himself. He needed a way to reach Martha and the others. He was 
counting on them having made it to the side passage she'd indicated. That's unless their way had 
been blocked by a Bright. 

"Plan B... I need a Plan B," he thought aloud, as he leant out and peered along the cavern 
wall to his left. If he could somehow get across to the main tunnel through which they entered the 
cavern, then he might be able to find his way back to the Wolf's Caves. But this plan appeared to 
be equally impossible — aside from the fact that there was no way to climb the wall to reach it, 
he couldn't even see where the entrance had been. The explosion had concealed it altogether. 
And in the back of his mind Will was also concerned that he might have another of his strange 
episodes. Perched on a ledge next to a sheer drop wasn't exactly the best place for him to be right 
now. 

He shrugged. "Plan C, I suppose,” he mumbled under his breath. At the very least he had to 
try to communicate with Martha and Chester. He began to call out to them, pausing now and then 
to listen. 

Dr. Burrows didn't off any sort of help as he lingered at the mouth of the cave and watched 
his son. Indeed, Dr. Burrows wasn't talking to him at all. As Will was getting no response from 
his friends and his voice was becoming hoarse, he gave it up as a lost cause. Leaving his father, 
he turned and went back down the passage, clambering over the fungus until he came to where 
he'd left his rucksack. Hoisting it up, he went even deeper into the passage to find himself a clear 
area of ground. There, he'd begun to unpack his rucksack when he suddenly stopped. 

"The virus!" he burst out. With everything else going on, he'd completely forgotten that he'd 
had the phials on him through all the shenanigans with the Rebecca twins and the subsequent 
explosion. "Oh, God, please don't let them be broken," he said quietly as he slid the hessian 
package from the leather pouch. He sighed an enormous sigh of relief when he saw the phials 
were undamaged. Putting them away again, he continued to unpack his rucksack, making an 
inventory of what he had with him. There was a small amount of food, but not enough to last two 
people for more than a few days at the very most. Ina side pouch he came across the bar of 
Caramac he'd taken from Cal's body. Although Will had hidden it from Chester, he'd been 
planning to share it with him when there was something to celebrate. 

"Not today," he said disconsolately, tossing the bar onto the pile of food. 

As for water, he had a full canteen on his belt. At these temperatures it wouldn't last terribly 
long, but he wasn't too concerned because Martha always seemed to find fresh sources wherever 
they'd gone. As he moved his hand away from his canteen, it encountered the cutlass still tucked 
in his belt. He drew it out and then slumped down on the ground, slapping the flat of the blade 
against his palm as he contemplated the situation. 


It didn't look very promising. 

It may have been because of this, or because the adrenaline was wearing off, but he found he 
was overwhelmed by intense feelings of hopelessness and futility. Even if it was possible to get to 
the main tunnel again, he didn't feel very confident that he'd be able to find his way back to the 
Wolf Caves. He knew that was where Martha would expect him to go. Then he thought about 
the shack. He shook his head. No, he'd never be able to remember the route, and in any case, the 
food would have run out long before they reached it. 

He thought about Chester. He should have listened to his friend and not allowed himself to 
be won over by Rebecca One. He kicked himself for having been taken in by her. Maybe 
Rebecca Two had been right when she said he was weak — maybe the twins would always 
triumph over him. 

Will's roll call of self-recriminations didn't end there; he shouldn't have doubted Martha as 
he had. Yes, she had withheld information from them that proved vital in saving Elliott, but it 
was through a misguided desire to protect both him and Chester. And as for Bartleby... even 
Will's faithful companion had turned on him. 

Then there was Elliott. She was half Styx! He should have seen that one coming — the girl 
had all the skills and stealth of a Limiter. The more he thought about it, the more obvious it had 
been. She'd never actually said why she'd left the Colony, and though she'd talked about her 
mother, her father had never been mentioned. And she bore such a striking physical resemblance 
to the Styx. She was sinew-thin, and yet so strong. Of course she had Styx blood in her. 

Somehow these deceits and revelations didn't touch him as much as they should. Maybe 
nothing could really touch him any more — not after all the things he'd endured. 

But, as he reflected further, there was something which had shaken him to the core, making 
him feel like he should just give up. The day he'd long dreamt of, then had come to believe 
would never arrive, was finally here. 

He'd been reunited with his father... and it couldn't have been more of an anticlimax. 

His father was just another stupid, bumbling grown-up who had no idea what was going on 
around him, like all the others. 

"What's the bloody point?" Will murmured, fighting back the tears as he sunk lower into his 
despondency. 

Dr. Burrows cleared his throat to let Will know he was there. "I've got this,” he said, 
tugging a small package wrapped in grease-stained paper from his pocket. "It's meat. I managed 
to tuck some of it away when nobody was looking — in case of emergencies." He made a big 
show of adding it to the pile of food, but Will didn't say anything. In the ensuing silence, Dr. 
Burrows hovered there, making clicking noises with his tongue. 

"Was that really a submarine?" he finally asked. 

Will didn't look up as he answered. "A modern one... Russian and nuclear powered, but 
there was no sign of the crew." 

Dr. Burrows whistled. "How did—?" 

"It must have been sucked down one of the voids... maybe it was drawn in as a plate shifted 
in the sea bed somewhere. Who knows?" 

"Voids?" 

"There are seven of them... called the Seven Sisters. We fell down the one known as the 
Pore," Will informed him, his voice flat. "Martha took us to another she called Puffing Mary." 

"Puffing Mary," Dr. Burrows repeated, nodding. "And those flying creatures?" 

"The Brights. They're insects or arachnids, or something," Will said, his head still bowed as 
he jabbed the point of his cutlass into a slab. 

"Do you know," Dr. Burrows began hesitantly, then took a breath. "Do you know when it 
just appeared from nowhere like that, I actually thought it was an angel," he admitted, giving an 
embarrassed laugh. "The suggestion just popped into my head... and I call myself educated." 

"An angel?" Will mumbled. 


"Yes, I suppose because of its white coloration and its wings, and most of all because the 
light above its head looked uncannily like a halo." 

Will nodded, drawing the blade of his cutlass from the fungus with a slurping sound. 
"Martha said they were around on the surface long before people were." 

"How very interesting," Dr. Burrows said as he found himself a small boulder to perch on. 
"Imagine... imagine if everything we associate with the archetypal image of an angel derives from 
a prehistoric insect... and if the remote memory of those creatures has been assimilated into our 
religious iconography, and has remained ingrained deep within our culture." He chuckled. "So 
Gabriel and Peter on either side of the Pearly Gates could actually be inspired by giant 
carnivorous insects." 

"Or arachnids," Will said. 

"Or arachnids," Dr. Burrows conceded, then didn't speak for a few seconds. 

"Look, Will, there's a lot I don't know about what's gone on. I mean it was a bolt out of the 
blue when I found out your sister was a Styx. And also that you're a Colonist. I really had no 
idea. And then that Rebecca had an identical twin — well, good God!" He blew through his lips. 
"And maybe I'm not thinking straight because you're here... because you followed me 
underground when you should be back at home with your mother." 

"Except she's not my mother," Will mumbled, but Dr. Burrows either didn't catch the 
comment or chose to ignore it as he went on. 

"Exactly how you got all the way down here with Chester... well, I haven't the foggiest how 
you managed it. I never in a million years wanted you to be put in danger like this. You've 
probably had a tough time of it, just like I have, and I was wrong to say what I did back there. It 
was rash of me — I made a snap judgment, without being in possession of all the facts." 

Will raised his head to look at his father, then gave him a single nod in acknowledgment. It 
was the closest Will was going to get to an apology, unless his father had changed dramatically in 
the past six months. In any case, Will wasn't going to bear a grudge, not when there were more 
pressing matters to deal with right now, such as trying to stay alive. "Things don't look great, 
Dad," he said. "We've got next to no food or water, and I haven't the faintest idea if this tunnel 
leads anywhere, and even if it does, which way we should go." 

"I'm afraid I'm not going to be of much help there," Dr. Burrows said. "I was brought here 
through miles of tunnels by Reb— the Styx girl you called Rebecca Two, and the soldier. 
Couldn't find my way back to the Pore in a month of Sundays." 

"We're stuffed then," Will concluded. 

"Totally," Dr. Burrows agreed, but he didn't sound in the least downhearted. "So let's get 
ourselves unstuffed. On your feet, Will, there's no point in hanging around here." He came over 
to Will and gave his shoulder a squeeze. The Burrows family had never been very demonstrative 
or tactile in their emotions, so this small gesture was significant to Will. 

"Sure, Dad," he said, suddenly filled with optimism. This is how he imagined it would be 
with his father — the two of them facing impossible situations and working together to overcome 
them. He immediately set about repacking his rucksack, and they began along the tunnel. 

The quickly found it wasn't so much a tunnel as an inclined seam, some forty meters across 
at its widest point. Then as they came to a small offshoot tunnel on their left, Will insisted they 
explore it. He was hoping it might meet up with the passage where Martha and the others had 
been heading. Will had gone no more than twenty meters into it when he spotted movements. 
Dark shapes were scuttling across the walls and roof, and wispy lengths of what could have been 
pieces of broken spider webs waved slowly in the breeze. 

"Spider-monkeys," Will warned his father in a whisper. These were smaller and obviously 
much younger versions , but Will wasn't going to take any chances. He took out the couple of 
sprigs of Aniseed Fire and the lighter he had ready in his pocket. As it was all he had, he 
refrained from lighting the Aniseed Fire, and the creatures didn't seem to be following as Will and 
his father backed out of the passage. 


"I reckon that lot were baby spiders — that must by why they didn't go for us," Will said. 
As they returned to the inclined seam, he told his father how he'd seen these smaller spiders 
clinging to the Bright's abdomen when it had attacked him and Martha in the conning tower. 

"So either these smaller spiders are a subspecies of the larger ones, and maybe parasites on 
the Brights... or perhaps they are just infants, and eventually metamorphose into the flying 
creatures," Dr. Burrows speculated. "Like caterpillars into butterflies." 

"Yes," Will said, catching on to what his father was saying. "And these passages could be 
where the baby spiders grow up?" He looked around warily. "We could be on the nursery 
slopes?" 

"Quite right," Dr. Burrows confirmed. "This could very well be where all the arachnids are 
born — their breeding grounds — then they spread out through the rest of the tunnel system as 
they hunt for food." 

Twenty minutes of trudging up the incline brought them to another side passage, but again 
they discovered it was occupied by the smaller spiders. 

"How are we ever going to meet up with the others?" Will asked. 

"I don't know. I suppose we just carry on up the main haul instead," Dr. Burrows said, 
trying to sound positive about the situation. 

"But one of these might take us through to Martha and Chester," Will responded, wondering 
how much of a risk the smaller spider-monkeys really were. In the end he decided it wasn't worth 
blundering into one of the fully-grown ones or, worse still, a Bright, so they just stuck to the seam 
itself, climbing higher and higher. 

They swapped stories as they went. Will began to tell his father how he and Chester found 
his tunnel in the basement and how, by re-excavating it, they had eventually entered the Colony 
and been arrested. He spoke about the meeting with his biological father and brother, the moment 
he'd learnt that he'd been born in the Colony himself. 

"Rebecca told me that," Dr. Burrows said. At times Will found it painful to relate what had 
happened, occasionally lapsing into silence until he felt he was able to resume again. He talked 
about the Styx and how brutal they were. 

"I never saw that side of them," Dr. Burrows said categorically. "They didn't treat me badly. 
They let me go where I wanted. In fact, my worst experiences were at the hands of the Colonists, 
particularly in the Rookeries where I got a nasty beating from the thugs living in there. If the 
Styx are sometimes harsh, then it's probably for the good of the Colony with those sorts of 
malcontents around." 

"Harsh? Oh, get real, Dad!" Will said, raising his voice in exasperation. "The Styx are 
evil... they're murderers and torturers! Didn't you see what they were doing to the Coprolites and 
the renegades in the Deeps? They were killing them by the dozen." 

"No, I didn't. How do you know it was the Styx, and not simply a breakaway band of 
renegades? By all accounts they're a pretty lawless bunch." 

Will just shook his head. 

"You have to respect other cultures, and never attempt to judge them by your own values," 
Dr. Burrows said. "And don't forget you're the outsider — it's their world you crashed into, 
uninvited. If they've treated you badly, then all I can say is you must have done something to 
offend them." 

Dr. Burrows' pronouncements rendered Will momentarily speechless. He made a series of 
pfuu' sounds, as if he was spitting feathers. "OFFEND THEM?" he managed to get out, ina 
furious croak, when he was finally able to speak again. "OFFEND THEM?" He took a deep 
breath to calm himself. "You're being a complete arse, Dad. Haven't you listened to a thing I've 
been telling you?" 

"Take it easy, Will," Dr. Burrows urged. "The way you're behaving is typical of all those 
times you rowed with your sister, and you'd suddenly flip your lid." 

"She wasn't my sister," Will countered angrily. 


But Dr. Burrows wanted to make his point. "You were always at each other's throats, 
constantly squabbling. Nothing changes, does it?" 

Will realized that it was futile trying to reason with his father, and decided the only way to 
convince him was to tell him the rest of the story. He related all the events in the Deeps while his 
father listened intently. 

"Deadly viruses, shootings and a mother you'd never known. That all makes for one hell of 
a tale," Dr. Burrows said, assuming his son had finished. But Will wasn't quite finished yet. 

"Dad, something's been bugging me ever since you left." 

"What's that?" Dr. Burrows said. 

"That night back in Highfield when you rushed out of the sitting room — what were you 
arguing about with Mum?" he asked. 

"I tried to tell her what I was planning to do, but she didn't want to know... she was glued to 
something on the goggle box. Your mother's not an easy person at the best of times, and I have to 
confess my patience was wearing thin." 

"So what happened? Did you tell her where you were going?" Will asked. 

"Yes I did, as far as I knew myself. The only way I could get her attention was to switch the 
television off, so she'd listen to me. Then she really let fly on me." 

"You switched the telly off," Will said, then whistled expansively. That was one thing you 
never did to Mrs. Burrows. It was rather akin to breaking the first commandment in the Burrows' 
house: Thou shalt not interrupt my viewing. 

"I only wanted to explain to your mother what I was intending to do," Dr. Burrows said 
weakly, as if he was trying hard to justify what he'd done. 

"Dad, there's something else, too... you keep saying she's my mother. She's not my real 
mother, and you're not my real father, are you? Why did you never tell me I was adopted?" 

Dr. Burrows remained silent for several paces. As they walked side by side, Will felt the 
tension between them, and wondered if his father was going to answer him. He did finally. 

"When I was young, my parents had a friend who used to visit," Dr. Burrows said. "He was 
called Jeff Stokes, but to me he was Uncle Stokes. He was married to some woman who owned a 
stables outside London, and he had a couple of kids, but he never brought them with him." Dr. 
Burrows smiled. "He was a fascinating character, and both my mother and father loved his 
company. There was a ripple of excitement in the place when he turned up, always in the latest 
model sports car or on a massive motorbike. And for me, it was extra special, like a Christmas or 
birthday, because he never came empty-handed — he always brought me the most wonderful 
presents. A magic set or some Matchbox cars... he even gave me my first microscope, in a little 
wooden case with slides of crystals and butterfly wings. I can't tell you how much those presents 
meant to me, particularly as my parents never had much money for things like that." 

"Cool," Will said absently, not knowing where his father was going with this. 

"I must have been around nine when he brought me two white mice in a cage. My parents 
had never allowed me to have any pets, so I was over the moon. I stayed up late into the evening, 
just watching my mice, until my father packed me off to bed. When I woke up in the morning, 
first thing I did was to rush over to where I'd left the cage. It wasn't there. I couldn't understand 
it. I tore all over the house looking for it, but I couldn't find it anywhere. My father came 
downstairs because I was upset and crying so much. He told me I must have had a dream because 
there never was a pair of white mice ina cage. He said I must have dreamt the whole thing. And 
my mother gave me the exact same story. 

"So they lied to you," Will put in. 

"Yes, they lied to me. My mother had a chronic fear of mice, and my new pets had to go. 
But I really believed what they'd told me, and it wasn't until years later that I put two and two 
together and figured out what they'd done. However, I didn't resent them for it. It was kinder to 
let me think it had all been some dream, rather than make me surrender my beloved mice." Dr. 
Burrows cleared his throat. "Will, your mother and I were going to tell you. But we wanted you 


to be old enough to deal with it, to understand what it meant. I promise you that." He met his 
son's eyes. "And now you know, does it really make any difference?" 

Will didn't answer straight away. "Yes, I think it does," he said eventually. "Deep down I 
always had this feeling that I didn't quite fit in with you and Mum, and certainly not ever with 
Rebecca.... I mean the Rebeccas. I tried to make myself fit... make myself feel I belonged... I 
suppose I forced myself to believe that I did... but that's not right, is it? Even if this stuff with my 
real family in the Colony and the Styx had never happened, I was still living a lie, wasn't I? Even 
if it was my own lie? Will took a breath to try to steady his voice. "And that wasn't right, was 
it?" 

"No, it wasn't, Will. We should have told you before," Dr. Burrows agreed. Then he 
changed the subject altogether. "We seem to have been walking upwards for a very long time." 


x x x x x 


"Well, the explosion's completely plugged it up," Martha said as she returned down the 
passage to Chester and Elliott. She looked at the girl who was sitting cross-legged on her 
stretcher, chewing on a piece of biltong made from dried spider-monkey meat, and sipping from a 
canteen. 

"Sorry," Elliott said, flicking her eyebrows apologetically. "I couldn't see any other way 
out." 

"No, you did the right thing," Martha assured her. "If it was a toss-up between who got us 
first — the Brights or a Limiter — I'd already put my money on the Limiter. He wasn't going to 
let us get away with our lives." 

"That bloody Rebecca twin we had with us," Chester growled, them made a pah sound. "I 
just knew she was lying through her teeth, but Will didn't want to know. The Styx are all foul 
liars, with no exceptions!" 

Martha cleared her throat, and Chester slowly turned to Elliott as he remembered what she 
had revealed back in the cavern. He shifted awkwardly where he sat. "Er... no offense meant," he 
mumbled at her. 

Elliott had stopped chewing and was staring at the boy. "Topsoil scum," she said through 
her tight lips. Chester's eyes opened wide with surprise, until she suddenly burst into laughter. 
"Only kidding, Chester! My father may have been one of them, but I hate them as much as you 
do." 

Chester swallowed, trying to summon a smile, but still looking a little shaken. 

"My mother served in the Garrison in the Styx compound, where they met," Elliott 
explained. "When she found she was with child, she moved as far away as she could in the West 
Cavern. To say it was a difficult situation would be putting it lightly — she would have been 
Banished and he executed if anyone had discovered their secret. So he didn't have an awful lot to 
do with me while I was growing up, but he did come and visit us whenever he could. Then, when 
I was nine years old, the visits suddenly stopped. Word was he went missing in action — on 
some Topsoil operation." 

"But don't you feel a bit funny about it?" Chester ventured. "I mean, you speak Styx, you're 
half Styx, and yet you've fought and... and you've killed them, haven't you?" 

"No, look, I'm a Colonist through and through, like my mother. She brought me up as one, 
and I saw how the Styx treated my people. I loathe them as much as anyone else," she answered. 

"So why did you leave the Colony?" Martha asked. 

"Somehow, someone found out who my father was and tried to hold it over my mother. I 
don't know who — she wouldn't say, but she was going mad with worry. So I thought if I went, it 
would stop." 

"Did it?" Martha said. 

"I don't know," Elliott said, her voice sad. "I haven't had any contact with her since I left." 


There was a silence which Martha ended. "We can't hang about here. We're deep in spider 
country." 

"But what about Will?" Chester asked, frowning. "When I saw him he was moving like the 
wind. Do you think he's okay?" 

Martha took a deep breath. "Even if he did get clear, he's not going to be able to follow us 
into here. I say we try to get to the Wolf Caves," she said, staring into the tunnels behind them. 
"If we reach them we can wait for him there." 

"What do you mean if? " Chester said. 


Part Four 
The Underground Harbor 
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Three days later and with the food nearly exhausted, Will and Dr. Burrows were badly in 
need of rest. The inclined seam had been interrupted by a number of vertical faults, which meant 
they had to make it across some terrifyingly deep ravines in order to continue their journey. If 
these ravines had been on the surface, they wouldn't have stood a chance of crossing them, but in 
the low gravity environment they could simply leap from one side to the other. 

They had just traversed another ravine when Dr. Burrows began to whistle random notes 
through his teeth. He was pottering along with his chin in the air, exactly as if he was out for a 
Sunday stroll. It irked Will that his father appeared to be so relaxed about their situation. But 
within less than a kilometer, they came to the top of the seam and found themselves squeezing 
through an extremely narrow passage, a rock corridor with jaggedly uneven sides. 

Dr. Burrows ceased his whistling and was instead making a series of grunts as he struggled 
through the claustrophobic space. 

The whistling had been bad enough, but the grunts were getting too much for Will to bear. 
All of a sudden he stopped, forcing his father to pull up sharply behind him in the corridor. 

"What am I doing!" he blurted, kicking out at a loose rock. "Why the hell am I here with 
you?" 

"Something on your mind?" Dr. Burrows asked. 

"Yeah. Other than being bloody knackered and starving, I've made a terrible mistake. I 
should have found a way back to Chester and the others. I didn't try hard enough. I just know 
they'll be waiting for me at the Wolf Caves." 

"We did try," Dr. Burrows replied evenly. "There wasn't a safe way through.” 

Will shook his head. "We should've just taken the first passage we came across, the one 
with the young spiders in it, and chanced it. I bet it would have been okay. And we didn't really 
explore whether there were passages off the other side of the seam. What if there was one that led 
straight to the Wolf Caves?" He kicked at another rock which rebounded off the walls of the 
corridor. "Stupid, stupid, stupid!" 

"Will, we did look for passages on the right, and we didn't find any, did we? Just calm 
down," Dr. Burrows urged him. 

"No, I won't! What if they were hurt in the explosion? Chester might need my help." 

"I'm sure he's fine. The renegade woman will look after him, and that girl with all the 
explosives — she was no shrinking violet. Bet she knows the ropes down here," Dr. Burrows 
said. 

"Her name is Elliott," Will fumed, throwing his father a look of irritation. "And she's just as 
lost down in this place as we are. And at this rate we're going to get ourselves doubly lost." 

"T think not," his father countered. 

Will was about to vent more of his frustration, when he stopped himself. "Why do you say 
that?" 

"Because if you had been paying attention for the last couple of miles, you would have 
observed those." Dr. Burrows shone his luminescent orb on an area higher up the wall. Although 
the paint was faded and had peeled away in places, a red triangle was immediately above where 
Will was standing, one of its tips pointing in the direction they had been going. "There were just 
a few at the beginning, but now they're running at about five hundred yard intervals." 


Will was instantly curious. "Do you think the crew from the submarine left them?" 

"Possibly," Dr. Burrows said. "But we're going to find out for ourselves what's at the end of 
the trail." 

"No way... I've got to go back for the others," Will insisted, but his words had lost some of 
their conviction. His eyes widened as his insatiable thirst for discovery took hold. "Though... I 
suppose it wouldn't do any harm to follow the signs for a bit." 

Without further ado he pushed on into the narrow chasm. 

"That's my boy," Dr. Burrows said under his breath. 

They struggled through the claustrophobic corridor for several more kilometers. All of a 
sudden the reports of their footfalls seemed to have a different quality to them, the echoes 
indicating that they were coming to a much larger space. 

"Light — more light," Dr. Burrows ordered, as they stepped from the corridor and found to 
their surprise that they were on some sort of level platform. Will turned his lantern up several 
clicks. "This is concrete!" Dr. Burrows said, grinding his heel into the surface. Then he dropped 
onto one knee to examine it more closely, all the time twittering to himself. "Concrete... probably 
cold-poured." 

But Will was so excited he wasn't listening. "Look! There's a line!" he shouted as he 
directed his lantern before them. A thick white line was revealed, running straight across the way 
ahead. And just beyond the line, something glinted darkly, giving the impression of movement. 

Father and son immediately advanced towards it, trying to make out what was there. 

"Careful," Dr. Burrows warned Will. 

"It's okay, it's just water," Will said as they came to the line and stopped. The line marked 
the edge of the platform, and as they both peered down, they could see there was a drop of several 
meters to where the expanse of water began. Although it appeared to be quite deep, it was clear 
enough that rocks were visible at the bottom. 

"Yes, some sort of subterranean pool," Dr. Burrows confirmed. "I wonder what else is 
here." 

Will immediately began to shine his beam out over the gently lapping surface. As he did 
this, shifting crescents were thrown against the far wall to the left of the cavern. They both 
squinted at it through the murky gloom. 

"This place is enormous," Will said unnecessarily. He switched his lantern to its full setting 
so he could see further along the cavern wall. 

"It is," Dr. Burrows murmured, although he still seemed to be more interested in the 
platform underfoot, turning his attention to it again. "What is a damned great slab of concrete 
doing down here? What the devil's it for?" he posed to himself as he scraped his boot slowly 
across its surface. 

"I'm going to check up here," Will said, as he followed the white line where it ran to the left. 
Finding that the platform terminated at the cavern wall, he shouted, "Nothing doing — dead end!" 
He went back to where his father was standing but didn't stop, passing behind him. He thought 
he'd reached the other end of the platform as he came to a large pile of rubble, but as he climbed 
over it he found the concrete platform extended far into the darkness, its level surface only 
interrupted by the odd crack and by pieces of rock strewn across it. 

"There's more here!" he reported to his father, then discovered that the platform, still edged 
with the white line, turned a corner. "Hurry up, Dad! Come and look at this!" he yelled. Dr. 
Burrows caught up with him and, side by side, they began to make their way down the new 
stretch. 

Then Will pointed his lantern at the way ahead. There was a lighter patch there, and as they 
came closer to it they saw a definite shape. 

Will held the circle of light steady. 


"What is that?" Dr. Burrows asked, with bated breath. He and Will froze. There was a 
suggestion of something regular over by the wall — evidently a building of some description. Dr. 
Burrows immediately stormed towards it. 

As the structure loomed out of the darkness, Will wasn't so quick to follow. The idea 
suddenly popped into his head that stumbling across something like this might not be such good 
news. 

"Hey, Dad," Will shouted weakly, as he remembered Cal's description of the Bunker in the 
Deeps. Although Will hadn't seen it for himself, he recalled that it too was made from concrete, 
and it occurred to him that this place could also have something to do with the Styx. Maybe it 
was one of their outposts. In the same instant he realized how improbable that was. Martha had 
been emphatic that the Styx's presence didn't extend this far down. Will shook his head, 
dismissing the concern. No, this wasn't something the Styx had put here. 

"What is it, Will?" Dr. Burrows finally responded. 

"Nothing," Will said, as he hurried to catch up with his father. As he approached the 
building, he saw it consisted of a single story in which there was a row of square windows, ten in 
total, and beyond these a door. 

Will was a that the door in an instant. It was painted grey-blue, with the occasional brown 
streak where rust had begun to etch into its surface. And in the center of the door there was a 
wheel, which was clearly some sort of opening mechanism. Dr. Burrows hung his luminescent 
orb around his neck and tried to rotate the wheel. He swore as it refused to move. 

"You'll have to help me," he mumbled to Will, who clipped his lantern to his jacket, and 
joined his father in trying to turn the mechanism. 

After several attempts, they gave up. 

‘Damn!" Dr. Burrows exclaimed, then drove his heel into the wheel several time in an 
attempt to loosen it. 

"Hang on," Will said as he spotted a length of metal tubing lying at the foot of the wall. He 
snatched it up and stuck in through the spokes of the wheel. 

"A lever! Good thinking!" Dr. Burrows praised him, as they leant on it with all their weight. 
As the wheel turned, the tubing slipped from the wheel and fell onto the floor, filling the cavern 
with clanking echoes. Will went to retrieve it. 

"Don't bother," Dr. Burrows said. "I think we've got it now." He grunted as he rotated the 
wheel. There was a solid clunk as it reached the limit of its revolution. "Open Sesame," he 
announced and heaved on the door. It swung out a little until its base grated loudly on the 
concrete platform. "This is a hell of a door — it's nearly two feet thick!" Although he continued 
to heave, the door wouldn't move any further. "Let's get all this out of the way," he suggested, 
kicking at the pieces of rock under the edge of the door. 

Will helped him, sweeping aside the larger debris with his boot and then getting down on his 
knees to brush the gravel away with his hands. 

"That should do it. Let's have another go," Dr. Burrows suggested. There was enough of a 
gap for him to poke his fingers inside the door and get a good grip onit. "Ready... steady... go!" 
Dr. Burrows shouted as he used all his strength to yank on the door. With Will simultaneously 
pulling on the handle, the door opened a little further, providing sufficient room for them to 
squeeze through, which they did with breathless anticipation. Stepping inside, they found a 
rectangular chamber around ten by twenty meters. There was a small campaign table surrounded 
by some folding chairs. 

"Hey, Dad, get a load of this!" Will shouted excitedly. On the wall directly opposite the 
door there was a complicated looking panel of dials and switches. "What on earth is it?" 

"I haven't the foggiest, but that door certainly did its job and kept the damp out. There's no 
sign of any corrosion at all," Dr. Burrows noted as he and his son's gaze fell on the five large 
breaker switches. The words Main Power Console were written above them. 


Dr. Burrows began to whistle in his usual, atonal way, which usually meant he was deep in 
thought, then he spoke. "All these handles are up, which means that no connection is being 
made... so they're in the off position." It was as though a silent and irresistible invitation had been 
issued to try them. Will nodded, fascinated to see what his father was going to do next. 

Dr. Burrows was reaching for the first of the handles as Will spotted some words stenciled 
in red on the wall to the side of the panel. "Hey, Dad — To be operated by authorized personnel 
only," he read out quickly. 

This caused Dr. Burrows to hesitate, holding his hand a few centimeters away from the 
handle. He hummed undecidedly as he rubbed his thumb against his fingers. 

"Well, are we going to try it or not?" Will said. 

Dr. Burrows drew in a breath, then let it out with a contemplative hum. 

"All this looks like it came out of the ark," he said. "It probably won't work anyway... so I 
don't see why we shouldn't give it a shot." 

"Yeah, do it, Dad," Will urged him. 

"Yeah," Dr. Burrows echoed, although he never normally used the word. He took hold of 
the first handle and swung it down so it clicked firmly into place. They peered round the room, 
the light of Will's lantern slashing through the gloom, but nothing appeared to have changed. 
They could hear water dripping outside, but all else was silent. 

"Do you really think—?" Will said, as he began to ask himself if they should find out what 
the switches were for before they went any further. 

But Dr. Burrows had already gripped the second handle and whipped it down. There was a 
large blue flash ash the contacts met, and a sizzling sound. Father and son jumped back in 
surprise. There room was immediately flooded with illumination from an array of wall-mounted 
bulkhead lights. 

"Ohh, that's bright!" Will exclaimed, shielding his eyes. 

Although it took them a while to get used to the brilliance, they now had a clear view of 
their surroundings. Dr. Burrows tried the other switches, and found that two of the remaining 
three were working, as they crackled with blue sparks. On the panel above, the needles in the 
circular dials twitched and clicked under their hazy glass. Right in the middle of the panel, a 
pointer crept across a large rectangular gauge. 

"That must be the overall power level," Dr. Burrows said, wiping the dust from it. 

"How do you know that?" Will asked, fully aware that his father found any gadget more 
complicated than a toaster a challenge. 

"Educated guess," Dr. Burrows said with a smile. He indicated the row of figures under the 
needle. "This scale seems to be in megawatts, so I'm probably right." 

Will nodded as he began to study the room more closely. It had a low ceiling and unpainted 
concrete walls, and other than the metal table and chairs it was completely empty. "Over there," 
Will said, pointing. At the far end of the room, there was a door which was easily twice as wide 
as the one they had come through. 

"Leave it for the moment," Dr. Burrows told him, still examining the vacillating needles in 
the smaller dials. "This switching panel has to be decades old, so the power can't be coming 
from batteries or any sort of stored charge. The state of this place — good as it is — doesn't 
really lead one to believe that it's been maintained, and batteries would have run out by now. 
That leaves a connection to the grid above, which is also impossible, bec—" 

"Because we're too far down for that?" Will cut in. 

"Precisely," Dr. Burrows continued, scratching his whiskery chin. "So it's either geothermal 
or hydroelectric power. Given the water outside, I'd put my money on hydroelectric." 

"One thing's for sure, this has nothing to do with the Colony, has it?" Will asked. 

"No, it's ours. It's surface technology," Dr. Burrows said, wiping more of the dust from the 
dials with his thumb. "But from yonks ago by the looks of it." His hand hovered over a bank of 
chunky switches under the heading ‘External’, each labeled with a letter from A to K. "In for a 


penny," he declared before clicking them all on. This dial on the large central meter swerved 
momentarily to the left, then crawled back to the center, where it seemed to settle down again. 
Dr. Burrows twisted around to the dust-filmed windows. "Yes, I think that's done the trick," he 
muttered as they both went to the windows and saw the glow outside. 

They hurriedly exited the building through the partially opened door. Glaring lights hung 
down from rails strung across the roof of the cavern, revealing the full extent of the platform, and 
that a pier — also constructed of concrete and approximately fifteen meters long — branched off 
it and out into the lagoon. Down both sides, this pier had rusted iron bollards set into its surface, 
several of which had chains hanging from them, although it wasn't obvious what these were for as 
they trailed into the water. Will ran to the side to see them more clearly. 

"Dad, what are those down there? Boats?" he asked, spying several vessels — basic looking 
dinghies — attached to the chains but lying on the bottom of the lagoon. They were either made 
of plastic or fiberglass, and all in varying stages of disintegration. Others were completely broken 
up, and now the cavern was so well lit Will could see their remains scattering the far bank 
amongst the craggy rocks. 

"They certainly are. And see over there, Will!" Dr. Burrows shouted. "It's a barge!" 

As he peered into the far corner of the cavern, Will spotted a long vessel in the water, its 
sides mottled with a patina of rust. It appeared to have broken free from its mooring and drifted 
to its current position, its bow touching the cavern wall. At the helm there was a small cabin, and 
the rest of the vessel was open, with metal crates stacked in it. 

"Good God, Will, this is some kind of underground harbor!" Dr. Burrows said, his words 
clipped by his sheer excitement. He immediately began to survey what was on the rest of the 
quay, which continued for several hundred meters from where they were standing. As he and 
Will spotted more buildings along the base of the cavern wall, they broke into a run to reach the 
nearest of them. The first had a door with another rotating handle in the center, and Dr. Burrows 
wasted no time in tackling it. 

"Want me to have a go?" Will offered as his father struggled with it. 

"No, leave it to me," Dr. Burrows replied as he spat on his palms and resumed his efforts. 
He strained hard and the handle finally began to move, then he pulled the door open. There was a 
hiss as air was released from inside. 

"Oh, yeuch!" Will gasped, wrinkling his nose as they both ventured in. "Dad, that wasn't 
you, was it?" 

"Most certainly not!" Dr. Burrows huffed indignantly. "Smells a little like swamp gas... like 
methane. There must have been a build up of it in here." 

"Sorry," his son mumbled, throwing himself into an examination of the interior to mask his 
embarrassment. With its meter-thick walls, the concrete cabin had the same internal dimensions 
as the first building, but was windowless. The lights didn't seem to be working, so Will used his 
lantern to explore it. Three sizeable engines were mounted in pits sunk into the floor, rainbow- 
crazed pools of fluid around their bases. 

"Generators?" Dr. Burrows said. "Yes. See the fuel lines going into them, and the electrical 
conduits and switching gear on the wall over there?" 

"Er... I think I've found what smells so bad,” Will announced from a corner of the cabin. 

His lantern revealed a Thermos flask with a faded tartan pattern on it, and, beside it, an open- 
topped plastic box, inside which there was something black with rot. 

"Somebody forgot their lunch," Dr. Burrows grinned. 

"It's a bit more than that, Dad," Will said as he peered into the box. "There's a rat in here, 
too... and it's been dead for a very long time." 

"Probably got locked in and that's all it had to eat," Dr. Burrows suggested as they left the 
cabin to try the next building along. 

In this one they found that the walls were lined with sturdy metal shelves, on which were a 
number of wooden crates. Dr. Burrows heaved at one of these. Not realizing just how heavy it 


was, he found he couldn't support it as he slid it off the shelf. "Damn!" he yelled, jumping back, 
as it crashed to the floor and broke open. Assisted by Will, he lifted the pieces of crate aside. 
They could see there was something large, wrapped in oil-stained cloth, which ripped as they 
tugged at it. 

"What is it?" Will asked. 

"An outboard motor, I think," Dr. Burrows said, as he slid a finger over the marine screw. 
With the grease removed, the metal shone brightly. "Yes. And in bloody good nick too!" He 
turned to his son, and grinned. "This is all incredible. Let's see what else is here," he said, and 
they both returned outside. 

Moving down the quayside, they reached the next building but Dr. Burrows didn't stop, 
jogging past it and several others along the way. He seemed to be in a tearing hurry as if he'd 
spotted something just beyond them. There were two substantial cylindrical tanks set into the 
cavern wall, some thirty meters in height and with pipe work and taps at their bases. Dr. Burrows 
tried one of these, allowing a little of the fluid to gush out. 

"Petrol," Will said, immediately identifying the smell. 

Dr. Burrows was careful to turn the tap off. "And this one," he pronounced as he rapped on 
the second tank with his knuckles and it gave a dull ring, "is diesel. For the generators, maybe." 

"You can smell it?" Will asked, impressed. 

"No, see the big D painted on it? Follow me!" Dr. Burrows shouted. He was waving his 
arms frantically as words tumbled out of his mouth. Will hadn't seen him quite so animated in 
many years. But as they began to jog along the quay again, Dr. Burrows became more coherent. 
"Whoever built this... it must have been a hell of an undertaking..." 

He paused next to a small crane bolted to the surface of the quay, its single arm reaching out 
over the water. Like everything else on the quayside, it was badly rusted and a halo of grey-blue 
paint lay scattered around its base. "Yes... a jib crane... to winch raw materials shipped down 
here in the barges..." Dr. Burrows burbled. "And of course, an overhead gantry to move goods 
along the quay," he said, pointing upwards. Will looked up and saw that high above their heads 
there was a chunky-looking rail fixed there. "Yes... but... all this... and they never completed it!" 
Dr. Burrows shouted breathlessly, throwing a hand at a partially constructed building as they 
passed it. "I wonder why?" 

Will spotted a rusted cement mixer, mounds of sand and long since hardened bags of 
cement, their paper sacks in tatters around them. "Air filtration units, I'll wager," Dr. Burrows 
said as he flew past stacks of wooden crates on pallets. Some of the crates were so badly rotted 
that the corroded block-like machines they'd contained had slid out, and lay in an untidy heap on 
the platform. "For hydroelectric power..." 

"Yes?" Will panted, trying to keep up. 

"You need turbines and..." 

"Yes?" Will yelled, bursting to know more. 

Dr. Burrows stopped abruptly. "Hear that, Will?" 

"Yes!" Will said, catching the rumbling sound. 

"Fast flowing water!" Dr. Burrows shouted as he began to run again. They came to the end 
of the quay and went under a reinforced arch at the mouth of the harbor. Before them was a 
channel at least thirty meters wide, down which swept a rapidly speeding river. Bulkhead lights 
were dotted around so that everything in the area was visible to them. 

Will looked to their left, where the rive was flowing, and where Dr. Burrows' eyes had come 
to rest. At an angle and nearly spanning the full width of the channel was a metal grille in a 
sturdily built housing. There was a great deal of froth and flotsam trapped against the grille, but 
no suggestion as to what lay behind it other than a constant humming noise. 

It was loud enough to be heard over the roaring water. 

"Voila! The turbines!" Dr. Burrows yelled, nodding energetically. The river was throwing 
up a considerable amount of spray and he fell silent while he took off his glasses to wipe them. 


Will swung in the opposite direction, then took a few steps along the gangway as he tried to 
see where the river was flowing from. But the lights didn't extend very far up the channel and the 
darkness was impenetrable there. "What's all this for?" he asked, shouting to make himself heard. 
"Who built it, Dad?" 

"Don't worry about that for the moment,” Dr. Burrows snapped. "Can't you see what we've 
got here?" 

"What?" Will demanded, frowning in his confusion. 

"If, and it's a big if, we can find an intact vessel — something that floats — and we can get 
an outboard motor to work," Dr. Burrows said, turning to look upstream, his hands on his hips, 
"we're in business.” 

Will just stared at the rushing water. He'd all but given up trying to understand what his 
father was on about. 

"Well..." Dr. Burrows shouted, as he swiveled to face his son, "you do want to go home, 
don't you?" 
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"I thought you might be here," Mrs. Burrows said as she came across Ben Wilbrahams in his 
usual place, at one of the reading desks in the Highfield library. 

"Yes, too many distractions at home," he replied. "I see your ankle's better." 

Nodding, Mrs. Burrows handed Ben Wilbrahams a carrier bag, which he took but didn't 
open, looking at her inquiringly. "The other night," she said, "when you were telling me about all 
the strange incidents in Highfield, you asked me about Roger and what I thought he'd been up to. 
I'm sorry, but I wasn't exactly forthcoming." 

"About what?" Ben Wilbrahams asked, testing the weight of the bag in his hands. 

"T've been thinking about it a lot, and I've decided you should know everything. In that bag 
is my husband's journal. It covers the day just before he went off, and I'd like you to—" 

Hearing a hiss, she stopped abruptly. She whirled around to see an old man in a shirt which 
was too big for him, and a correspondingly massive bow tie. He was shaking his head 
disapprovingly. Putting his finger to his lips, he hissed again, like an asthmatic turtle. 

Mrs. Burrows took the chair next to Ben Wilbrahams. "Go on — have a look," she urged 
him. 

He opened the bag and took out the journal, and read it all the way through there and then as 
Mrs. Burrows watched him. 

"Fascinating stuff," he said as he closed the covers. 

"You know... when I stepped out in front of your car, I believe—" The old man across the 
way hissed at her again as she was talking, but she studiously ignored him, "—a couple of those 
pallid men — or men-in-hats as Roger also referred to them — were after me." 

"Are you sure?” Ben Wilbrahams asked. 

"Pretty sure — I got a good look at them. But couldn't you use this incident and what's in 
this journal as material for one of your TV programs?" 

Ben Wilbrahams rubbed his temples thoughtfully. 

"Look, Celia, it's one thing to dredge up oddball newspaper reports from years ago, but I 
think I'd be pushing it if I were to include anything about you — or these things your husband's 
written," he said, holding up the journal. "As he's the subject of an ongoing police investigation, I 
also might land myself in hot water if I make any unsubstantiated claims." Ben Wilbrahams was 
thoughtful for a few moments, as he considered the label on the front of the journal. "But I'd still 
like to hang on to this, and chew it over. Would that be okay?" 

"Of course it is. And now I've got to get to work — they're short-handed this afternoon." 
Mrs. Burrows rose from her chair and, as she was passing the old man she leant over and snatched 
hold of the pencil he was using. She snapped it in two, the loud crack filling the library, then 
dropped the pieces in his lap. 

"Shhhh yourself!" she said, and promptly left. 

"The cheek of it," the old man complained loudly, as Ben Wilbrahams hid his smirk behind 
his book. 


Will and his father investigated every inch of the harbor. In another of the squat sheds they 
found a fiberglass launch in a wall rack, which looked to be serviceable. 

‘So, maybe we can get this show on the road," Dr. Burrows proclaimed, rubbing his hands 
together. He was whistling madly as they strolled down the length of the quay to return to the 
building with the switching panel in it. Once inside, they both glanced at the flickering needle on 
the main dial before they made their way to the large door at the end of the room. 

Dr. Burrows considered it fora moment. "I'd hazard a guess that this is a blast door." 


"A blast door?" Will repeated. "Wh—?" 

"Let's just see what's inside, shall we?" Dr. Burrows interrupted him. 

"Fine," Will said a little tetchily, throwing his father a look. "Is it my turn to open it, then?" 
he asked as he took hold of the wheel-like mechanism. 

"Be my guest," Dr. Burrows replied, touching the uppermost of the three massive hinges. 
He watched as his son spun the wheel round and round, until it clunked and Will found it 
wouldn't go any further. 

"Heavy," Will observed as he yanked on the large door, and it wouldn't shift even the 
smallest degree. 

"Blast door," Dr. Burrows said again, as if he was teasing his son. "I'll give you a hand." 

They pulled together and it slowly began to open, issuing a low groan. There was a whoosh 
of air, as if the pressure inside was higher. 

The two Burrows nodded at each other and stepped inside. The first surprise was that a 
passageway stretched before them, its curved roof about fifteen meters high. 

"A tube tunnel?" Will murmured to himself. 

It was lined with what appeared to be super-heavy oblong iron plates, each one bolted to the 
next, and with something like black tar sealing the gaps between them. The passage was brightly 
lit by a row of continuous lights hung down its center. To either side of the lights were a variety 
of cables and pipes, the thickest of which had offshoots that ended in grilles, where fresh air 
seemed to be coming in. Will could feel the down draught on his sweat covered face as he stood 
below one of them. And considering that the massive door must have been airtight, the 
atmosphere didn't seem to be in the least bit stale to him. 

"Lino," Dr. Burrows said as he took a few steps on the grey and rather shiny floor. "And 
look... there's hardly any dust in the place at all." He had gone a little way down the passage 
when he stopped, then glanced over his shoulder at his son. "If you think about it, we're now 
moving beyond the edge of the cavern wall itself." He turned and held up his hands, his palms 
outwards, to indicate where he thought the wall should be. "So, while the cavern outside may be 
a natural feature, I'd say that this passage has been hollowed into the bedrock itself." 

"Yeah," Will said, "but I wonder what's in these." Down one side of the passage were a 
series of small cabins with metal doors. Dr. Burrows and Will explored the first one of these. 
The walls were painted with a dark grey gloss up to waist height, above which the remainder of 
the walls and the ceiling were a rather dirty ivory color, but the cabin was completely empty. 

They backed out of it and into the side passage again. 

"Radio Operator," Will said, reading the stenciled letters on the door of the next cabin 
along. As they opened it, they discovered there was a chart on the back of the door, with several 
months mapped out in a grid and names allotted to specific hours within each day. Neither Will 
nor his father made any comment as they entered the room itself. It was approximately twice the 
size of the first cabin, with a bench against the longest wall which was covered with all manner of 
electronic equipment. Dark grey metal boxes with numerous dials trailed wires down below the 
bench where they were bound together into a thick snake which fed into a duct in the floor. 

"What are those?” Will asked, pointing at the intricate glass bulbs that protruded from tops 
of some of the boxes. 

"Radio valves. It's pre-transistor technology," Dr. Burrows said. "And to complete the 
picture, here's a microphone," he added, pushing aside one of a pair of metal-framed canvas 
chairs so he could pick up the chunky black object at the front of the bench. He weighed it in his 
hand, then reached for a pair of headphones that lay beside it. Will opened a loose-leaf file on the 
bench and flicked through the laminated pages, upon which were matrices of numbers and letters. 
"Maybe they're codes?" Dr. Burrows suggested. 

But Will was more interested in an old television monitor mounted on the wall to their left. 
He tried the various switches on it, but nothing happened. "What does that mean?" Will asked as 


he saw the word ROTOR printed on a map beside the screen. The map was an outline of the 
British Isles over which scores of overlapping circles had been prescribed. 

Dr. Burrows shrugged. "Doesn't ring a bell with me. Maybe it's an acronym?" 

"No... I bet you the letters stand for something,” Will suggested, missing the fleeting smile 
on his father's face. "Telephones!" Will exclaimed as he noticed the red and black telephones 
mounted on the opposite wall, next to an old switchboard with a tangle of leads dangling from it. 
"Should we try to ring someone?" he proposed. 

"Don't waste your time — I doubt they've worked in years," Dr. Burrows said. "Come 
along," he laughed, waving Will out of the room. 

The next cabin had the same dimensions, but was an Aladdin's cave of military equipment. 

"An armory!" Dr. Burrows said as soon as he stepped inside. All the wall space was taken 
up with rough wooden racking. He bent to peer at a stubby-looking weapon on the rack closest to 
him. It was obscured by thick gobs of dirty-looking grease, but this didn't seem to present any 
difficulty to Dr. Burrows. "It's a Sten gun," he decreed as he took it from the rack. "A 
submachine gun first issued to British troops in the forties. They were made in Enfield and were 
known as the Plumber's Nightmare. You can see why. Ugly-looking thing, isn't it?" 

"Yeah, really ugly," Will said, but his voice was full of wonder. 

The rest of the room was crammed with military equipment, either neatly slotted into the 
racks or in metal crates piled high in towers against the walls. Each crate was stenciled with 
numbers and letters, and occasionally with the name of what was inside them. 

Will busied himself by throwing open the lids to some of the crates. The first revealed more 
guns, entwined with heavily greased sacking, side by side with bundles of magazines. He 
unwound the sacking from one of the weapons and passed it to his father. 

"Another Sten gun. They're all in mint condition," Dr. Burrows said, wiping the grease from 
the barrel with his sleeve to reveal the perfect sheen of the bluing on the weapon. "Good as new." 

"We could help ourselves to a couple," Will proposed. 

"I think not," Dr. Burrows said, giving his son a stern look as he returned the Sten to him. 
"Put it back exactly where you found it." 

The next crate revealed similarly preserved handguns stamped with Browning, and many 
oil-soaked cardboard boxes of rounds and spare magazines. "Browning Hi-Powers," Dr. Burrows 
said, peering at the handguns. "Follows — they're from the same era as the Stens." 

"Two-Inch Mortars," Will read, staring at the largest crates in the corner of the room. He 
moved along to a pile of boxes. Many of them were narrow and contained ammunition, but then 
he came to some squat-looking crates. On opening the lid of one of these and removing a layer of 
sacking laid on the top, he found row upon row of hand grenades. He whistled in amazement, 
and was just reaching in to pick up one when his father stopped him. 

"Don't, Will," Dr. Burrows cautioned. "Better not mess around with those." 

"Huh?" Will frowned. 

"I know it's dry in here, but explosives can become unstable over time. And we don't know 
who all this belongs to, although it certainly looks like they just left it here." 

"But who? And why?" 

"I don't know yet," Dr. Burrows replied, "but there's enough in her to start a small war." He 
rubbed his forehead, leaving streaks of black grease across it in the process. "See the little 
symbol spray-painted on all the crates — the arrow with the line above it?" 

Will nodded. 

"That means these belonged to the Ministry of Defense... or the army, so this might have 
been a Government installation, or it might have been something else altogether." 

Will shrugged. "What, like Dr. Evil's secret lair?" 

Dr. Burrows shook his head as if his son was being ridiculous. "No. Anarchists... the far 
left... or the far right... what have you." He frowned. "But whoever it was, all this looks pretty 
official to me. They've gone to a hug amount of effort and expense." He blew through his lips in 


an exaggerated way. "I mean... just the construction of a hydroelectric plant at this depth in the 
Earth is an incredible feat of engineering, all on its own. And everything I've seen — the whole 
installation — was built to last. I'd put my money on it being..." 

"Yes?" Will pressed him, becoming impatient with his father's musing. 

"...a deep-level military shelter... a fallout shelter... maybe dating back to the Cold War." 

"The Cold War?" Will asked. 

"Yes... it's before your time, Will, in the fifties and sixties. It wasn't a proper war, as you'd 
think of it... just a load of absurd posturing between America and the Soviet Union, really. But 
people genuinely thought the world was going to be torn apart by a nuclear war. So each country 
had its own contingency plans, which included building fallout shelters... even here in England," 
he said, then turned to go through the door. Will trailed after him, still clutching a Browning Hi- 
Power pistol. Dr. Burrows was on a roll with his theory, gabbling away ten to the dozen. "And if 
this is a fallout shelter... that would mean it would be self-sufficient, with its own water supply, 
and there'll probably be living quarters down here, somewhere." 

They ignored the remaining cabins and cranked open the door at the end of the passage. As 
it swung back they were greeted by another blast of air. It was dark inside until Dr. Burrows 
located a row of switches by the side of the door. He clicked them all on with the side of his 
hand. 

Banks of lights flickered on in sequence. 

"God alive," Dr. Burrows gasped. 

Although the ceiling was at a lower height than the passage, the area was immense. And 
row upon row of bunk beds were arranged regularly throughout the space. 

"I bet a hundred men could have been billeted here!" Dr. Burrows said. 

Will ran to the first bunk and touched the pillow. Like all the other bunks around him, it 
was made up with white sheets and coarse brown blankets. "A real bed!" He put his head back 
and gave a whoop, which echoed through the floor. "I can sleep in a real bed tonight!" Then he 
was running between the bunks to reach the rooms that lay around the outside, each one with a 
grey-painted door and a number on it. 

"Showers!" he yelled, leaning inside the first room. Then as he inspected the next along, 
"Lavatories!" Several rooms along he was screaming, "Food! There's food in here!" as he 
vanished into it. 

Dr. Burrows jogged over to join his son. 

It was a kitchen area, with a bank of ovens and a long grill, looking like a kitchen one might 
find in a large restaurant. But what interested Will more than anything else was the huge number 
of tin cans on the shelves and in cupboards. 

Will picked out a large rectangular can — it didn't have a label stuck on it, but the contents 
were printed on the outside in small blue letters. "Corned Beef," he read. "Do you think any of 
this is still okay?" 

"Might be," Dr. Burrows replied, as he took the can from his son to check it for any signs of 
rust or leakage. "Will, have a mosey round for a tin opener, will you?" 
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"Watch out!" Chester spluttered, gesturing frantically at the shadows behind Martha as she 
entered the section of the Wolf Caves where he and Elliott had been waiting for her. There was a 
snuffling sound and Bartleby came fully into view, his head down as if he was ashamed of 
himself. "It's that bloody cat!" 

"It's all right," Martha said, beckoning the cat over to her. He sat by her feet, looking up at 
her. "I couldn't just leave him out there, at the mercy of the spiders and the wolves." 

"But he was about to go for Will. He was going to attack him," Chester said, his rifle ready 
in his hands. "We can't be sure of him." 

"You heard what the Rebecca twin said. It was the Styx," Elliott said casually as she bit off 
another mouthful of spider meat. 

"What do you mean?" Chester asked. 

"They used the Dark Light on him," Elliott replied. "He had no choice but to do what the 
Rebecca twin ordered him. With the Dark Light, the Styx can break the minds of the strongest 
men and make them their slaves, and Bartleby's only a dumb animal. Anyway, he might come in 
useful," she added. 

"I reckon /'m the dumb animal," Chester grumbled, as he lowered his rifle, still regarding the 
cat with misgiving. "We should have had Bartleby burgers back on the sub." 

Martha stroked the cat's bald paté, which was still stained with fungus juice. "No, Elliott's 
right — he is a Hunter. He might yet come in handy," she said. 


x x x x x 


As his father entered there radio operator's booth, Will was lounging in one of the canvas 
chairs, his feet on the bench. He stuck a fork into the large can of pineapple chunks in his hand 
and, spearing several pieces, crammed them into his mouth. "Mmmm... rather good. This is the 
life, isn't it, Dad?" he said as he munched on them. 

"Don't overdo it on that fruit — your body won't be used to it," Dr. Burrows advised him, 
placing an army mess tin on the bench. Reaching into his pocket he produced a few small foil- 
wrapped packets. Will sat up, immediately interested. 

"Brought you some crackers," Dr. Burrows said. 

"Great. And what's in this?" Will asked as he regarded the steam rising in from the mess tin. 

"Tea," Dr. Burrows said. "Try some." 

"It looks about the right color," Will observed, then took a sip. He screwed up his face. 
"Urgh... that's foul! It's far too sweet!" 

"That'll be the condensed milk. I loved it when I was young — we used to have it on 
peaches..." 

Taking the chair next to Will, Dr. Burrows began to reminisce about some great-aunt Will 
had never met, at the same time flicking the switches on the various boxes on the bench. Finally, 
as Dr. Burrows was waxing lyrical about the steak and kidney pudding this great-aunt would 
make especially for him, he pushed a button on the largest device, and a dial in its center was 
instantly suffused with a pale yellow light. Several of the valves on the top of the unit also lit up, 
emitting a pinkish glow. From a small speaker mounted high up on the wall came a sudden burst 
of static, which gave way to a sound which seemed to ebb and flow. It wasn't that dissimilar to 
the sound of waves breaking on a distant beach. By now Dr. Burrows had fallen absolutely silent. 

"Thank God for that," Will muttered under his breath, relieved that his father had curtailed 
his incessant reminiscing. 

"Oh, I know — this could be our savior," Dr. Burrows said, not realizing the real reason for 
his son's remark as he swiveled the dial in the center of the main unit. But this only had the effect 


of producing further bursts of static, and after several minutes he stopped, shaking his head. "I 
reckon some of the valves must have blown," he said, pointing a the glass tubes on the top of the 
unit that had remained unlit. 

"Could we try to fix it?" Will suggested. 

"I saw some spares in one of the storerooms, but I wouldn't know where to start. It's all a bit 
beyond me," Dr. Burrows grumbled, as if annoyed with himself. He sighed and sank back into 
his chair, playing with a packet of crackers. "Anyway, I haven't a clue what all these setting 
mean, or how any of this equipment works," he said regretfully. He got to his feet, and clicked 
his tongue against his teeth several times. "It might be a waste of time, but while you're in here 
you could try to sweep through all the wavelengths, Will. This equipment was probably only for 
communications around the harbor, and since there's no one else down here but us..." he said, but 
didn't bother to complete the sentence, instead leaving the room. 

Will took over, turning the main dial slowly, and trying different combinations of switches. 
As he did this, he repeated "Hello, hello, anybody there?" into the microphone, although this was 
barely intelligible because he was still gorging himself on pineapple chunks. As his efforts only 
seemed to be resulting in the odd crackle of static from the speaker, and he'd also had enough of 
the fruit, he gave up after a while. 

"No," he said to himself disconsolately. "It is a waste of time." Tearing open the packet, he 
nibbled on one of the dry biscuits as he contemplated the rest of the room. His gaze settled on the 
pair of telephones on the wall. He stood up and lifted the receiver from the nearest telephone to 
him, the red one, and put it to his ear to see if there was a dial tone. He couldn't hear anything, so 
he pressed the tabs on the top of the phone and dialed random numbers to find out if that made 
any difference. 

"The Bat Phone's out of order," he grumbled as he heard nothing, and eventually replaced 
the receiver. He chuckled to himself as, on a whim, he picked up the receiver from the black 
phone next to it, and began to call the number of his house in Highfield. Sticking his finger in the 
rotary dial of the telephone, he dragged it around. "Why did anyone put up with these?" he said 
as it took ages for the dial to spin back so he could dial the next digit. He thought about how 
strange it would be if his mother were to answer. That would be a conversation in a million. 

He closed his eyes and began to imagine how it might go. 

Click! 

Hi Mum, it's Will. 

She would undoubtedly be furious with both him and his father. Where in God's name have 
you been all this time? You've no idea what you've put me through, have you? You couple of 
selfish snots — GET YOURSELVES HOME RIGH THIS MOMENT! She would bellow at the top 
of her lungs. 

Er, Mum, that's not so easy. We're thousands of miles below the surface, in some sort of 
Government installation... 

He abandoned his imaginary conversation as silence continued to reign in the earpiece. 
"Nobody home, nobody home..." he muttered, and was about to replace the receiver when he 
decided to try again. 

He managed to remember his mother's mobile number, although she rarely had it switched 
on. As he finished dialing, he listened. There was a burst of white noise, which made him start. 


x xX xX xX x 


In the solicitor's office where she worked, Mrs. Burrows was at her desk typing away 
furiously. Wearing a pair of headphones, she was listening to the Dictaphone and transcribing a 
letter from one of the partners. It was to do with a couple in divorce proceedings who were 
wrangling over custody of their five-year-old daughter. As she imagined the heartbreak and 


upheaval which lay behind the dry legal language of the letter, Mrs. Burrows was finding it really 
quite upsetting. 

Thinking she heard her mobile phone, she tore off her headphones and snatched up her 
handbag. The phone was still ringing as she got it out. Answering it, she put it to her ear, and 
heard a loud crackle. "Hello," she said, just as the line went dead. She studied the number. She 
didn't recognize it — it certainly wasn't a London number. "Another bloody salesman,” she said, 
sling the phone back into her handbag and resuming her typing. 


xX x x x x 


With another, much louder burst of white noise, Will had whipped the receiver away from 
his ear and ended the call. "What am I doing?" he asked himself, but nonetheless resolved to 
have one last go. On the spur of the moment, his mind went blank and he couldn't think of a 
single number to try. He didn't know the numbers for Chester's parents or Auntie Jean's flat, and 
as a last resort he thought about just trying to call the emergency services number on 999. 

But, in a flash, the number that Elliott had been babbling over and over again in her feverish 
state suggested itself and, knowing it off by heart, he immediately dialed it. Again he didn't seem 
to be getting any sort of connection — in fact there wasn't even the smallest crackle in the 
earpiece this time, so he announced, "This is Will Burrows. I'm calling from deep within the 
Earth and I will be back soon. Thank you — good-bye!" before he slammed the receiver down. 
Gnawing on one of the dry crackers, he went to find out what his father was up to. 

"Don't know how you can drink that stuff," Will said as he approached. Taking occasional 
sips from his mess tin, Dr. Burrows was hunched over a table he'd set up in the main dormitory 
area. Around the legs of his chair were an assortment of folders, boxes and wads of loose papers 
— he'd clearly gathered everything together he thought might be useful and was now sifting 
through it. 

There was some kind of plan spread open, so large that it covered the entire surface of the 
table. It was of graying paper, with the odd pastel color. As Dr. Burrows finished with his tea 
and put his mess tin down on the plan, a section close to the tin caught Will's eye. It stood out 
because it was so heavily shaded. From its shape, Will knew immediately it must be the harbor 
and the complex where they were right now. Other than the river which looked like a pale-blue 
ribbon draped across the surface of the plan, small yellow lines radiated off from the harbor 
cavern, studded every so often by red triangles. Will assumed these were distance markers, and 
corresponded to the triangles they'd seen painted on the walls in the fissure, which had led them 
to the harbor in the first place. 

"Anything interesting?" Will asked, inclining his head towards the plan. 

"Not really," Dr. Burrows answered distantly. "Just that they were surveying the 
surrounding area for freshwater springs." 

It was then that Will spotted the small stone tablets nestled in a grimy handkerchief, and was 
immediately interested because he'd only had a brief glimpse of them before. Dr. Burrows had 
one of them in his hand and was examining it closely. 

"Can I take a look?" Will said. 

"Just don't drop them," Dr. Burrows mumbled as he jotted something illegible on a pad. 

Will reached over to the handkerchief and took a tablet in his hand. 

"Wow! You said the carving was tiny, but I didn't think it was that tiny!" he marveled, 
squinting at the intricate inscriptions and minute diagrams. 

"No matter how long I spend on this, I just cant get anywhere with the script. I'm 
completely stumped." Dr. Burrows exhaled, sitting back in his chair with a resigned expression. 
"I can remember a few of the words, but not enough of them. I need someone trained in code- 
breaking to help me decipher the whole caboodle." 

"Want me to have a go?" Will offered enthusiastically. 


"No, it's too involved," Dr. Burrows said. "It would be a waste of your time." 

"What do you think this map's of?" Will asked as he took a second stone tablet from the 
handkerchief and began to compare it with the first. 

Dr. Burrows turned to a clean page in his pad on which he began to scribble wildly. Then 
he twisted it around so that Will could see it. He'd drawn a circle with tiny stick men walking 
inside its circumference, and a stylized sun right in the center of the circle with jagged rays 
issuing from it. "This is a mural I discovered in an ancient temple in the Deeps. It depicts a 
world within a world," he said, then sighed. 

"Yeah, I saw your drawing of that," Will remembered. 

"What?" Dr. Burrows shrieked, knocking the chair over behind him as he jumped to his feet. 
"How the hell could you have?" 

"I told you, Dad — we found some of your pages by the Pore," Will said. 

"Yes, but I thought they were illegible. I thought they'd been ruined by water!" Dr. Burrows 
cried. 

Will looked completely taken aback. "I didn't say that. Some of the pages had been soaked, 
but most of the ones I managed to pick up weren't too bad. I could read them, anyway." 

Dr. Burrows tottered slightly, as if he'd just been struck on the back of the head. He 
attempted to sit down, stopping himself just in time as he realized the chair wasn't where it should 
be. He seized it up impatiently and righted it, then sat down on it and began to scrawl on a blank 
page like a madman. When he was finished, seconds later, he shoved the pad in front of Will. 

"Was there a drawing like this in with them?" 

Will contemplated the outline his father had sketched, and the three blocks of text within it. 
The quickly formed letters rather resembled swatted mosquitoes the way Dr. Burrows had 
reproduced them. "Yes, I definitely had that page, with the three areas of writing on it," he said. 

"And pray, where is it now?" Dr. Burrows demanded. 

"I put it in a safe place, in Martha's shack." 

"In... Martha's... shack..." Dr. Burrows repeated slowly, emphasizing each word. His face 
was already white from months of living underground, but it seemed to Will that it had now 
completely drained of blood. 

"Why — is it important?" Will asked tentatively. 

"I need that page with the Burrows Stone to translate these tablets. Yes, it's important." 

Will frowned at the mention of the Burrows Stone, then shot his father a brief look to see if 
he was being serious. Turning his attention back to the tablets, Will helped himself to another 
one from the handkerchief. 

"The Burrows Stone is like the Rosetta Stone," Dr. Burrows explained. "It has three distinct 
areas of writing on it, all saying the same thing, but one is in Phoenician. That enables me to 
translate the other two languages, neither of which I believe has ever been seen on the surface. If 
I had it now, I could translate these tablets and..." he tailed off. 

"What?" Will said as he looked from one tablet to another. 

"And I think it might be the route map to this inner world the ancient civilization believed 
in. The Garden of the Second Sun." 

"The second sun," Will repeated absently. 

Dr. Burrows was surprised by the lack of reaction from Will, but his son's attention was 
elsewhere. He was moving the tablets around on the tabletop, and helping himself to more from 
the handkerchief until they were all laid out, apart from the one in his father had been working on. 

"Can I have that?" he asked his father, indicating the tablet in his hand. "Dr. Burrows 
passed it to him, and Will turned it one way then the other as he examined the edges, then placed 
it carefully with the others. 

"Dominoes," Will said, "they're like dominoes. The edges are quite worn, but didn't you 
notice the little notches on them? Look," he said, choosing one to show his father. "This has four 


notches on the end, and so it fits with the next, which has the matching four notches." He put it 
back into place, and straightened up. 

"Genius!" Dr. Burrows yelled, studying the arrangement intently, but then his shoulders 
sagged again. "So now I've got the sequence, but it doesn't really make any difference. I still 
need the Burrows Stone to decipher the script on them. And we also don't yet know where the 
route starts from." 

Will held up his hands. "I've got something else for you! Wait here!" he exclaimed, tearing 
over to his bunk, where he'd left his rucksack. 

"I'm not exactly going anywhere," Dr. Burrows said bemusedly. 

Will ran back to his father with something in his hand. But before he showed his father 
what it was, he drew his attention to the stone tablet that came first in his new arrangement. 
"Look at this, Dad. See the sign... right here?" He pointed at the three-pronged symbol carved 
minutely into the very top left-hand corner of the tablet. 

"Sure," Dr. Burrows shrugged as if it was nothing exceptional. "I found quite a few 
incidences of that symbol in the Deeps," he added as his son shuffled through the pack of 
photographs Rebecca One had given him. 

"These belonged to a sailor on the sub. Just look at the last of them." Will slapped the 
photograph down in front of his father. "The same symbol," he announced. "The sailor must 
have taken that photo somewhere near the sub, near enough that he managed to get back there 
without being picked off by the Brights." 

"No!" Dr. Burrows shouted. "So without knowing it, I could have been in the right place all 
along!" 

"Then... then we've got to go there, now!" Will cried, matching his father's enthusiasm. 

But Dr. Burrows just shook his head. "No, Will, we can't." 

"Why not?" Will asked. 

"Because it's important we establish a way back to the surface that we can use. Because I 
don't want us to become cut off from civilization again, in case there's any sort of emergency. If 
we can navigate to the top of the river, then it's going to be a cinch to get down here again. We 
can just let the river carry us." He was about to say something else, but instead rubbed his 
forehead. When he finally spoke again, his voice was almost a whisper. "And I have to see if 
your mother is all right. She must be worried sick by now — after all, it's not just me that's gone 
missing — there's you and Rebecca too. She's all alone up there." 

Dr. Burrows wouldn't meet Will's eyes, which made him instantly suspicious. His father 
had never seemed overly concerned about his mother before, and Will wondered why he should 
Start now. 

"Besides," Dr. Burrows blurted, as if he'd only just thought of it. "I thought you had to get 
that virus to someone on the surface. You said it was vital you did?" 

"S'pose so," Will said, feeling as if he'd just been dragged back to reality. He had been so 
carried away by the prospect of new adventures with his father that he'd pushed the Styx plot to 
the back of his mind. His father saw the turmoil in his face. 

"What's the matter?" Dr. Burrows asked. 

"Only that it might not actually be the Dominion virus," Will replied. "It might all be a 
waste of time." 

"Why do you say that?" 

Will frowned even more deeply. "Because just about everything else the Rebecca twins 
have done or said has been either a trick or a lie, and I still think it's weird that Rebecca One gave 
it to me. It's even weirder that Rebecca Two knew she had — remember she asked me for it at 
the submarine?" 

Dr. Burrows thought for a second. "That aside, it seemed important to them to get it back, 
so maybe it is the real McCoy? And if you really believe it's so damned dangerous, you have to 
give it to the authorities and let them take care of it." 


Will nodded resignedly. His father was absolutely right. While there was a chance, 
however slim, that there was Dominion virus in the phial it was his responsibility to make sure it 
was put in the right hands so the Styx plot could be neutralized. "Okay... but once we've got 
Topsoil and I've dealt with the phials, I will be coming back with you, won't I? I want to help you 
see this through, Dad," he asked, his voice wavering slightly. 

"Of course, of course," Dr. Burrows replied, still avoiding Will's gaze as he stooped to 
retrieve a black file by his feet. "But, right now, I've got something else for you to do." 

Will took the folder and studied the plastic cover of the file, which was cracked where it 
hinged. The front was plain except for some letters and numbers, so he flipped it open. He was 
greeted by an exploded schematic of a piece of machinery. "What's this?" he asked, and then, as 
he thumbed back to the first page, he read, "Outboard Motor Operation Manual? Are you 
expecting me to read this or something?" 

"You know I don't get on with anything mechanical. Perhaps you could bone up on it, while 
I get the boat ready. If it's the wrong manual for the outboard we found, there are others in a 
bookcase in cubicle twenty-three, along with a whole load of novels by Alistair MacLean... and 
some weapons manuals.” 

Wills ears perked up at the mention of the weapons manuals. "I'm your man," he said. 


xX x x x x 


Will spent the next forty-eight hours reading about how to prime and operate the outboard 
motor, occasionally nipping out to the quayside where he and his father had dragged it. 
Unbeknownst to Dr. Burrows, Will also sneaked into the armory to help himself to a selection of 
the guns, which he taught himself to field strip on a blanket laid on the floor of one of the side 
rooms in the fallout shelter. 

At the same time Dr. Burrows was doing his bit. He'd used a rusting trailer to haul the 
fiberglass launch to the quayside and then put it on the water. Making sure it was tied securely to 
the pier, he proceeded to load it with provisions. He was just returning to the stores when he 
bumped into Will at the main blast door. 

"Hot water's on," Will announced. His hair was slicked back and his face — for the first 
time in a long time — was clean from the shower he'd just taken. He was also wearing a fresh 
change of clothes, an olive-green shirt and matching trousers. 

Dr. Burrows stared at him open-mouthed. 

"You want cubicle thirty-one for the quartermaster's stores and the clothes, and cubicle 
twenty-seven for the showers. I've left some shampoo and soap in there for you," Will merely 
said, continuing on his way outside. As Dr. Burrows watched him go, he spotting the Browning 
Hi-Power tucked down the back of his son's trousers. 

"Will! I told you not to—" 

"It's not loaded," Will replied without missing a step. He grinned to himself as once out of 
sight from his father he threw the carton of rounds into the air and caught it. He knew that Dr. 
Burrows was unlikely to hear the gunshots from inside the fallout shelter. "Practice makes 
perfect," he said to himself. 


The next day they lugged the outboard motor over to the launch and Will managed to bolt it 
in place. Getting it started was more problematic. The engine would catch and run for several 
seconds, then splutter out. Will tried to start it with the handle-pull so many times he didn't have 
any strength left in his arms, and Dr. Burrows had to take over. Sweating and coated in grease 
and grime, they eventually succeeded, the engine pouring out black smoke for several minutes as 
itran unevenly. Then it stopped misfiring and settled into a regular throb. His father gave him 


the thumbs up, his laughter lost in the noise of the engine. Will tilted the outboard so the screw 
just touched the water, then he revved it. A torrent sprayed out behind the launch. 

"Job done," Will concluded as he cut the engine and the last reports of its deafening roar 
resounded in the cavern. 

"Excellent!" Dr. Burrows congratulated him. "Remind me to stow some extra fuel on board 
before we set off." After they had climbed out of the boat and onto the pier, he looked at his son. 
"Team work," he said, patting him once gently on the shoulder, then together they walked back to 
the dormitory area. 


After a good sleep and some breakfast, they both made their way out of the shelter and along 
to the pier where the launch was tethered. 

"Cool coat, Dad," Will said as he admired the old duffle coat Dr. Burrows had found 
himself. With a hood and toggles up the front, it was made of a very heavy duty, fawn-colored 
fabric which looked as if it could stand up by itself. 

"It's a classic Montgomery, made out of Fearnought blanket material. My father had one just 
like this, which he bought at an army surplus shop. I remember him wearing it when I was 
young," Dr. Burrows said affectionately. After he'd finished admiring his new coat, he looked up 
and noticed the two bulky khaki-colored holdalls his son was carrying. "Got enough in those?" 

"I picked us out a couple of sleeping bags and some other gear that might come in handy," 
Will replied immediately, trying his best no to let his father see how heavy the holdalls were. 

"I suppose it's a good idea to have a bit of ballast in the bottom of the launch — in case the 
going gets rough," Dr. Burrows said. 

Will glanced down at the breast pocket of the combat smock he'd requisitioned. "The only 
thing I'm really worried about is the Dominion phials. We can't lose them. Not at any cost." 

They walked a little further down the quayside, then Will spoke again. 

"Dad, you do know the phials are the only reason I'm coming with you? Otherwise I'd have 
gone straight back to Chester and Elliott. And I will be going back for them once I've handed the 
virus over to someone." 

Dr. Burrows came to a sudden halt. "Will, you've made that perfectly clear to me. And you 
don't really think I've finished down here either, do you? I've only just scratched the surface. He 
shook his head. "No, I'm definitely coming back to see through what I've begun." 

As they walked the remaining distance to the launch, his father muttered under his breath, 
"If we make it home." 

They stowed all the equipment in the launch, then Dr. Burrows turned to him. 

"I nearly forgot." He tugged a pair of black woolly hats from his duffle-coat pocket, and 
they both put them on. "Help to keep the chill out." 

"Good idea, Dad," Will said, grinning wryly at his father. With his hat pulled down low 
over his head and his straggly growth of beard, Dr. Burrows really looked like some gnarled old 
sea captain. 

"Onwards and upwards!" Dr. Burrows proclaimed as Will started the outboard motor. They 
took the launch for a few laps of the harbor. Once Will had got the hang of how it handled, he did 
what his father had suggested and built up speed before he steered under the arch and out into the 
river channel. Dr. Burrows' suggestion was right on the money — and Will found he had to open 
the throttle even further in order to make any headway at all against the oncoming water. 

As they left the illuminated section of river channel behind them, Dr. Burrows was 
positioned at the bow with the lamp so he could light the way. He acted as the pilot, shouting to 
Will if there were outcrops of rock to avoid or sharp turns in the channel. The ride was rougher 
than Will had expected. As the launch bounced along, both he and his father were very soon 
soaked to the skin by the spray from the icy-cold river and the occasional sheet of water that 


broke over the bows. Will was grateful for the woolly hat and the extra layers of clothing he'd 
donned for the journey. 

The river seemed to go on forever, snaking up through the guts of the Earth for kilometer 
and kilometer. The only sign that man had ever been there before came in the form of large white 
circles daubed on the rough walls — these were markers to show which direction to go when the 
river forked, as it did many times. So as Dr. Burrows kept an eye out for them, Will steered the 
launch upwards, always upwards, to the source of the river. 

When Will was so tired he was finding it hard to control the outboard, his father swapped 
places with him at the helm. Although Will could have done with some sleep, this was 
impossible because someone needed to be at the bow with the lamp, or else they would be 
running blind in all the confusion of the spray. While it wasn't any warmer there, at least it gave 
him an opportunity to rest his aching arms. 

They carried on without stopping because there was nowhere they could stop that would 
give them protection from the continuous onrush of water. It must have been almost a day later, 
in which time Dr. Burrows had repeatedly managed to refuel the outboard engine as it still ran, 
when Will spotted a different type of sign — a white circle but this time with a black square 
within it. He gestured to his father to steer towards it. As they followed more of these signs 
around a bend, they found that the channel widened out considerably, so that it was at least a 
hundred meters from side to side. 

In these less turbulent waters, they noticed something pale in the distance and Dr. Burrows 
made for it. It turned out to be a metal pontoon, which must once have been painted white, 
although it was now largely discolored by rust. Just beyond it, they spotted a pier jutting out into 
the water and a small, manmade quay. Dr. Burrows cut the engine and they drifted into the side. 

"Got it!" Will shouted as he caught hold of a metal railing, and brought the launch to a stop. 
After he'd tied up the bow rope, they clambered out. 

"Good to be back on dry land again," Dr. Burrows said, as he stamped his feet, taking 
pleasure in the solid ground beneath his feet. He pulled off his woolly hat and wrung it out, while 
Will took a quick look around. The quay was a fraction of the size of the one they'd departed 
from, and he was back within a few minutes. 

"Nothing much here, Dad. Just some fuel tanks and a small building that's completely 
empty except for a telephone." 

"Thought as much," Dr. Burrows said. "This is probably a refueling stop — a kind of way 
station, where the barge and the boats could take on more petrol. Damned good thing too, as 
we've already gone through a couple of the spare cans. I was beginning to wonder if we'd have 
enough to make it to the top." 

"Better check if there's any fuel in the tanks, then," Will said, and began to go off when he 
stopped and turned. "Dad, are we nearly there?" 

Dr. Burrows chuckled, ramming a finger into his ear to try to get the water out. "You'd ask 
me that when we used to go on our fossil-hunting trips in the car. You couldn't wait to get there. 
Remember?" 

Will smiled. "Well, are we nearly there?" 

"Difficult to say, but I'd estimate we haven't gone a third of the distance yet," Dr. Burrows 
said. "Maybe less." He flapped his arms several times, and then jumped up and down. 

"Why are you doing that?" Will asked, intrigued. 

"Notice how when you move it feels sort of sluggish?" He took hold of his kitbag he'd 
brought with him from the launch, then slowly lifted it up. "Even this feels heavier. By the time 
we reach the surface, we're going to feel as if we're made of lead." 

"Yes, back to full gravity again. I hadn't thought of that," Will said, then sighed. "We're not 
going to have our super-powers anymore.” 


They set up camp in the building, lighting a petrol stove in the doorway to warm themselves 
and dry their sopping clothing and boots. With some hot food in them, they crawled into their 
sleeping bags, and were sound asleep within minutes. 

Will was woken by his father passing a mess tin of steaming hot fluid in front of his nose. 

"Yuck! Not more of your tea," Will said, then groaned. "Can't I have another hour's kip — 
I'm wrecked." 

"Stir yourself, lazy bones. Let's get this journey whipped," Dr. Burrows said, sitting back on 
his haunches. 

Despite Will's protests, he got up and they set off in the launch again, coming upon several 
more refueling stations, before, finally, a day and a half later, they pulled into a place that was far 
more substantial. 

"I think we might be there," Dr. Burrows yelled from the helm. 


23 


On the outskirts of Cardiff, a man unlocked his front door to let himself in. The house was 
completely in darkness but he left the lights off as he put his umbrella on the hall table and made 
his way into the kitchen. Still without any illumination, he went over to the kettle and, checking 
it was full, flicked the switch on. He seemed to stare at the red light at the base of the kettle as the 
water heated up and made bumping sounds, until he reached over to a kitchen cabinet to get a 
mug. 

"Sam," Drake said from the darkness. 

The man gasped in surprise, dropping the mug, which fell to the floor and shattered. 

"Jesus... Drake! Is that you, Drake?" 

"Hi, Sam," Drake said. "Sorry to give you a fright like that, but if you will leave the lights 
off..." 

"I thought you were dead," the man said, barely taking a breath before his voice turned to 
anger. "What are you doing here? You shouldn't come anywhere near me. They might be 
watching." 

"No, I made sure it was safe." 

"It's never safe," Sam snapped. 

"You always were a little jittery," Drake said, shaking his head. "How's the family, by the 
way?" 

"I don't know — you tell me. I can't see them anymore — I had to walk out on them, so 
they weren't at risk." Sam moved towards the sink, his feet crunching on the broken mug. "I just 
hope you weren't spotted coming here," he said, still clearly very nervous. You know they took 
the network apart, don't you? And that most of the old teams are dead, or buried so deep they 
might as well be dead?" 

"Yep," Drake answered casually, which seemed to infuriate the man even more. 

"Oh, sorry, I didn't realize this was a social call. I'd offer you some coffee, but I just broke 
my only mug." 

"I need some help," Drake said. 

"How do I know they haven't got to you?" Sam demanded. "You've been gone... what is 
it?... four years. They might have sent you here. How do I know I can trust you?" 

"I could ask you the same thing. How do I know if I can trust you? " Drake shot back. 

"You don't need to — my days of skulking around are over. I'm not that person any more, 
and you're on your own, pal," Sam said, then sighed deeply. "I don't know how we ever thought 
we could win. They're just too bloody clever and too well established. It's an impossible 
contest." 

"For God's sake, man, can't you call them by their name? You're talking about the Styx," 
Drake growled. 

The man didn't speak as he shuffled another step towards the window and leant against the 
sink. The light from outside was bright enough that Drake could see his profile, and that he was 
wearing dark glasses. 

"Is something wrong with you?" Drake asked. 

"They blinded me, Drake. I can't see a thing.” 

"How? What the hell happened?" 

"I think they're using subsonics — similar to the Dark Light technology, but on a much 
larger scale," Sam replied. "I was driving to a rendezvous point north of Highfield when I 
stopped at a crossing. I heard a low, deep sound, as if I was underwater — it felt as though there 
was a vibration right inside my head. I couldn't move, not a muscle. I've no idea what happened 
next, but I came to a couple of days later in a hospital, with a bandage round my eyes. The Styx 


took my sight," he said, using their name for the first time, spitting it out as if it was poison in his 
mouth. "I'm still astounded they didn't just kill me." 

"Maybe they were sending a signal to the rest of us," Drake said softly. "A warning." 

"Maybe," Sam repeated. "But I can't go back to active duty, not the way I am now, Drake, 
even if I wanted to." 

"I only just surfaced from the Deeps. I'm sorry I didn't know about any of this." 

"No, how could you have?" Sam said emptily. 

"I wonder who they grabbed Topsoil to help them develop the subsonic technology," Drake 
pondered. 

"Perhaps it's home-grown — perhaps the scientists in the Colony did it off their own backs." 

Drake cleared his throat. "I should go," he said. 

"One thing before you do — I assume you remember the facility I set up on a remote server 
at the university when we first came together as a network? The secure message exchange that no 
one was meant to know about?" 

"Sure," Drake confirmed. 

"Well, somebody does," Sam said. 

"What do you mean?" 

Sam rubbed his brow. "I don't know why I never took it offline when everything fell apart, 
and I still check it every so often. A couple of days ago there was a message for you. It's gota 
lot of noise on it, but it seems to be from someone called Will Burrows. Does that name mean 
anything to you?" 

"Will Burrows..." Drake repeated in a low-key way, not reacting to the information, 
although his heart skipped several beats. "No, doesn't ring a bell, but thanks all the same. I'll dial 
in to the server and have a listen," Drake said. "And I'm sorry I crashed in on you like this. Good 
luck, Sam." 

"Before you go, can I do anything for you? Do you want something to eat? Sam offered, but 
Drake had already left. 


"But the river continues up there," Will pointed out to his father as they trudged down the 
long quayside, dripping water from their soaked clothes and their boots squelching. "So shouldn't 
we follow it along?" 

"It might never hit the surface," Dr. Burrows said, shrugging. "Besides, look at these 
buildings... and the crane." He and Will stood and contemplated the structures in front of them. 
"This place has to be a loading bay for the journey down. Especially given that," he added, 
pointing at a large arch at the end of the quay, its edges painted white. 

They both approached it. 

"Large enough to drive a lorry through," Dr. Burrows observed. 

"Not now,” will said as he knocked on the brick wall that completely sealed it up. 

But Dr. Burrows was already striding purposefully off into the shadows. As Will caught up 
with him, he found his father next to a large double-sized doorway. Like the arch, the cast- 
concrete frame around it had been painted white. 

"Personnel entrance, most likely," Dr. Burrows suggested. It had also been blocked up and 
he pressed a palm on the surface. "Breeze blocks," he said. He tested several sections of the 
mortar which oozed from the joints between the grey blocks and looked a little like dried 
toothpaste, tugging at a piece of it until it came away in his fingers. "Sloppy workmanship. 
"This was done in a hurry." 

"So what now?" Will asked. 

"Unless we can find an alternative way out, it shouldn't be too difficult for us to knock 
through here." 


After a quick search of the buildings and the rest of the quay, they realized that this was 
their only potential exit. 

Dr. Burrows clapped his hands together. "Fetch the tools, will you?" 

Will returned to the launch and clambered down into it. He considered his two holdalls of 
equipment. If his father wanted to knock a wall down, he could think of a quicker way to do it. 
Messier, but quicker. 

"The tools!" Dr. Burrows yelled impatiently, and Will told himself it might be wiser to keep 
quiet about the explosives he'd squirreled away. Climbing out of the launch, he rushed over with 
the old canvas bag of tools that Dr. Burrows had helped himself to from the quartermaster's stores 
back in the fallout shelter. 

Dr. Burrows rooted around inside it until he found a long crowbar. He immediately began 
to work on the wall, using the tapered end of the crowbar to chisel out the mortar in the joints 
between the blocks. "Soft as icing sugar," he mumbled to himself, as it proved rather easy to 
dislodge. Having cleared enough of the mortar from around one of the breeze blocks, he rammed 
the crowbar under it and began to lever on it. "Here we go," he said when the block finally came 
loose, dropping at his feet. "We're through! And it's only one layer thick!" 

With Will at his side, he held his luminescent orb up to the opening. All they could see was 
blackness on the other side. 

"We need to widen this," Dr. Burrows declared, thrusting the crowbar into Will's hands. 
Before Will had an opportunity to reply, his father muttered, "I need some quiet time to think," 
and abruptly turned and left. 

"Think about what? " Will called after him, but Dr. Burrows pretended not to hear. As he 
squelched off into the darkness, Will knew his father was going for a nap, and that he would be 
left to do the donkey work by himself. 

"Nothing changes," Will complained as he started to work on the next block along. 
"Nothing ever changes." 


Will cleared a hole wide enough for them to get through, then went to fetch his father. He 
found him stretched out next to the petrol stove, and half asleep. 

"How's the thinking going?" Will asked. 

"Umg... good,” Dr. Burrows said drowsily. "What about the wall?" 

"It's done. There's a room on the other side." 

At Dr. Burrows' insistence, they unloaded everything from the launch, then hauled it out of 
the water and onto the quayside. After they'd organized what they needed to take with them, they 
approached the opening Will had made. 

"Be my guest, Dr. Burrows said. 

His father behind him, Will climbed through into what turned out to be a corridor filled with 
empty drums and some old planking. They soon came up against a sturdy metal door, two 
handles on one of its sides. With a combination of pulling, kicking and bad language, they 
managed to get both of them into the open position, then heaved on the door. 

"Not more water!" Will cried as a deluge of the most evil-smelling soupy fluid surged 
around them. Gasping from the stench, they waded into a room, which was around twenty meters 
in width, with banks of lockers on either side. At the far end there was another door, but it was so 
badly rusted that they eventually gave up on it. They were also beginning to feel a little light- 
headed from the stench. 

"Dad!" Will said, his voice muffled because he was holding his nose. He'd found out what 
had appeared to be a cupboard was in fact an alternative entrance. The side room was about two 
meters square, and there were wide rungs set into the wall. Will raced up these, and smashed his 
way through some rotten planks at the top. 


"Watch it!" his father shouted as pieces of timber landed on him, but Will didn't care — he 
just wanted out. 

He forced his way through a bramble bush, then scrambled to his feet. 

He was in the open. 

"Topsoil," he gasped. He tottered slightly as he put his head back and took in the wide open 
sky above. For some reason he felt he wanted to duck — it was just too much to take in. 

"Wonder what time of day it is? Dusk?" Dr. Burrows pondered as he straightened up beside 
Will. "Or dawn?" he added, his voice downbeat as he peered at the dark, cloudless sky. Will 
turned to him. 

"Dad! We're out! We did it!" he cried. He couldn't believe that his father wasn't over the 
moon. "We're home again!" 

Dr. Burrows didn't answer immediately, and when he did his voice oozed with 
disappointment. "It's not exactly the grand retour I had in mind, Will. After all the things I saw 
and all my work down there..." He pressed the ball of his foot into the long grass in front of him. 
"I wanted to come back with something that would wow the world... I wanted to knock the 
archaeological community for six." Drawing in a breath, he held it for a few seconds. "Instead, 
all I've got to show is a bag of tools from the Cold War..." he said, slinging it to the ground with a 
clatter, "... and one of the worst haircuts in history. No, without my journal, my esteemed 
colleagues would just have to take my word for the whole shebang, for everything I saw... and... 
well... that just ain't going to happen, is it?" 

Will nodded, now understanding the reason for his father's downbeat mood. He wondered if 
he should broach the subject of the Styx again. His father was in for a rude awakening if he 
thought that he'd have a free hand to publish all his secrets, because many of those were the Styx's 
secrets too. They would never allow him to do it. But Will knew if he mentioned this it would 
most likely result in another argument with his father, and he wasn't in the mood. He was just too 
dog tired to get into that now. 

Instead he plucked a leaf from a small sapling and crumpled it in his hand, smelling it, 
smelling the greenness of it. It had been a while since he'd encountered anything remotely like it. 
"Where do you think we are?" he asked. 

"Well, one thing's for sure — it's not an extinct volcano in Iceland." Dr. Burrows smirked 
as he shone his light around, the beam catching the foliage of the mature trees that seemed to be 
everywhere. 

Will took a few steps. "It might not even be England. We've come a bloody long way." 

"I sincerely doubt we've gone that far." 

In the failing light, they began to explore, pushing their way through the undergrowth. 

There seemed to be many disused buildings concentrated within a relatively small area. 

And what could have been a roadway ran between them, although so many bushes had 
encroached over the asphalt surface, it was difficult to tell it apart from the surrounding 
vegetation. 

The buildings were brick-built, either one or two stories high, and nearly all had broken 
windows. It was no problem for Will and his father to gain entry as all the doors were open or off 
their hinges. Inside the floors were speckled in paint that had peeled off from the ceilings, giving 
the impression they were covered in snow. Will and Dr. Burrows were exploring the first floor of 
one of these buildings when, in the distance, they spotted the twin headlights of a vehicle lancing 
through the rapidly amassing darkness. 

"I don’t know who they are," Dr. Burrows whispered, "but I don't want to tangle with them. 
I say we get our heads down for a few hours, and check the place over first thing in the morning." 

"Sure," Will agreed, hoping his father was going to suggest just that because he was 
dropping on his feet. They found themselves a dry corner in one of the ground floor rooms, and 
slid into their sleeping bags. 


They left the luminescent orb on the floor between them, half covering it so that the light 
wouldn't alert anyone to their presence. Through his weary eyes, Will watched the branch of a 
tree that had grown in through one of the broken windows. When he finally couldn't keep his 
eyes open any longer, he let them slide shut, and filled his lungs with the cool air. It might have 
been to do with his roots in the Colony, where his real family had come from, or because he'd 
been underground for so long, but he found that he was incredibly sensitive to the rhythms here 
on the surface. And it wasn't the chirping insects or the occasional call of birds on the wing, but 
the silent rhythms, the rhythms of nature. He could almost feel the vegetation around him as it 
grew. 

But more than this, he missed the rhythms which had been so much part of his life deep in 
the Earth — the almost imperceptible settling of the rock and soil, and the odors that somehow 
interacted with the base of the nose, that felt primal and basic and safe. Although he wouldn't 
have said anything about it to his father, he was already missing his subterranean existence. And 
with that thought fading in his mind, he drifted into a dead sleep. 


x x x x xX 


Will rolled over onto his back and fluttered open his eyes. 

He cried out as the bright dawn light burnt his retinas, and he quickly jerked back into the 
shadows, holding his eyes. After much blinking, he slowly emerged into the light again, still 
shielding his face. As he wriggled out of his sleeping bag and put his boots on, he felt as though 
every move he made was incredibly leaden, then realized it was the effects of the gravity. 
Normal gravity. 

"Morning," his father said cheerfully, crunching over the broken glass as he entered the 
room. 

"Morning," Will replied, then yawned cavernously. 

Dr. Burrows glanced at him. "Feeling rough?" 

"Yep," Will said through another yawn. 

"You might be suffering from a form of jet lag. Subterranean lag," Dr. Burrows said with a 
laugh as he lit the stove and put a pot of water on it. He checked his watch and then glanced at 
Will. "You've no idea how long you've slept, or what time it is, do you?" He didn't wait for his 
son to respond. "You do realize you've probably been operating on days of more than twenty- 
four hours? Your circadian rhythms will be all over the shop." 

"What do you mean?" Will asked, not because he was really interested, but because his 
father expected it of him. 

"In the absence of daylight, the melatonin level in the brain doesn't follow normal patterns. 
It should rise as the sun goes down, so you feel sleepy." Dr. Burrows reached over to pick up the 
luminescent orb, examining how the fluids inside had turned oil-black in the presence of the 
daylight. "Underground, all we've got is these. The light they emit is close to sunlight, but it's 
always on, and doesn't follow the night and day sequence we're used to up—" 

"Oh, Dad, can you tell me about this another time?" Will pleaded with him. "I'm really not 
taking it in." 

His father fell into a peeved silence, which continued as they drank their over-sweetened tea. 

"Right," Dr. Burrows began, "if you're quite ready to listen to me now." 

Will mumbled a yes. 

"We're in a disused airfield — I'm not sure where it is, but it's definitely England — and 
there seems to be a security patrol but they're not soldiers. Probably a private contractor. So, 
come on, pick up what we need to take with us and hide the rest of it here." 

"Why? What's the big hurry?" Will asked. 

"Because we're going to London," Dr. Burrows said. 


They had a quick look around the base, as Dr. Burrows rambled on about what he thought 
each building was. They found that one of them had earth banked up around its walls and also a 
thick wall just in front of its entrance — Dr. Burrows said it was to protect it from bombing. The 
interior had been stripped out except for an antiquated air conditioning system and meters of 
electrical cable running everywhere. Dr. Burrows said he thought it was a control center. On the 
opposite side of the building was another entrance, but this place turned out to have a more 
macabre purpose. They found themselves in a long room with a series of metal racks against one 
wall. Each rack had three tiers, and each tier had a number stenciled on the whitewashed wall at 
the end of it. 

"Disinfectant," Will announced, sniffing the air. "Was this a hospital or something?" 

"Probably a morgue," Dr. Burrows said. 

"What — for dead bodies?" Will asked. 

His father nodded as they emerged into the daylight again. He pointed to a church spire in 
the distance. 

"Let's head for that — there'll be a road nearby." 

They came to a huge stretch of tarmac, cracked and covered with piles of broken-up 
concrete. 

"S'pose this was the runway?" Will asked, scanning up and down it, and squinting across a 
the huge warehouse-like structures beside it. 

"They're called C-Class hangars," Dr. Burrows said, noticing where Will was looking. "All 
this is post-war, like the deep-level shelter they built below." 

Crossing a field, Will and Dr. Burrows went through a hedge, then scrambled down a verge 
to find themselves on a single track road, which they began to follow. It took them to a tiny 
village, and Dr. Burrows made a beeline for the only shop there, a combined post office and 
convenience store. 

Before they entered, Will clapped a hand on his father's arm. 

"Money! We haven't got any ,money!" 

"Oh, haven't we?" Dr. Burrows replied. With great ceremony he unbuckled and took off his 
belt. There was a zip on the inside of the belt which he undid, then he pulled out a polythene bag 
with an elastic band wound around it. Inside this bag was a roll of bank notes, which he counted 
and stuffed into his pocket. "We need to make sure we've got enough to pay for any traveling 
expenses, so don't go wild in there, Will," he said. 

A bell rattled above the door as they entered, and a portly man bumbled out from a back 
room. Will selected himself some crisps and a can of drink from the fridge, while Dr. Burrows 
only had eyes for the display of chocolates, adding a newspaper as an afterthought. 

"Looks like it's going to be a nice day," the man said congenially, wheezing a little as he 
spoke. He was dressed in a brown checked shirt and a woven tie, which looked as though it was 
made from material better suited for a pair of socks. 

"It does," Dr. Burrows agreed. He cleared his throat, then said, "Can I ask where exactly 
this is?" 

"Where this is?" The man had been totting up the items but stopped to run his eyes over Dr. 
Burrows. 

"The name of the Village?” 

"West Raynham," the man replied, a little flummoxed. 

"West Raynham," Dr. Burrows repeated several times as if he was trying to remember if 
he'd heard of it before. "And what county is this?" 

"Norfolk... north Norfolk," the man replied, now giving Will a curious look. 

"Been on the road a long time," Dr. Burrows explained. 

"Ah," the man nodded, ringing up the till. 


"And if we wanted to go to London, what would be the best way?" Dr. Burrows asked as he 
handed over a creased twenty-pound note. 

"By road?" the man said, as he straightened out the note between his stubby fingers and held 
it to the light to check the watermark. He seemed satisfied with it and placed it under the tray in 
the till. 

"No, by bus or train," 

"Then you'd be wanting the nearest town — Fakenham — about six miles away." The man 
pointed out the direction, then put his hand to his mouth as he coughed. He drew in several 
asthmatic breaths before he went on. "You can get a bus from there into Norwich and catch the 
train. Or there's the coach twice a day from Fakenham to London — it's slow, but it's cheaper." 

"The coach it is, then," Dr. Burrows decided. "Thank you, very much," he said as he took 
his change. 

Will was holding the door open for his father who suddenly stopped, frowning as if he'd 
forgotten something. He turned to the man who was still behind the counter. "By the way, there 
hasn't been an epidemic here in England, has there, in the last couple of months?" 

"Epidemic?" Will heard the man ask. 

"Any outbreak of disease, with people dying?" Dr. Burrows clarified. 

"No, nothing like that," the man replied in a considered way. "Nasty stomach bug going 
round, that's all." 

"Thought not," Thanks again," Dr. Burrows said. As the door swung shut behind them, he 
leant towards Will. "So much for a Styx plague cutting swathes through the population," he 
whispered theatrically, as if he was daring to mention some terrible secret. 

"I didn't say it had happened yet," Will defended himself. "And it won't if I have anything 
to do with it, and I have, with the phials I've got." 

"No, quite," Dr. Burrows said, without any conviction. "Still time to save the world." 

Will let his father's comments go and they sat on a wall outside the shop, enjoying their 
purchases. As he savored every mouthful of the crisps, washing them down with his Diet Coke, 
Will closed his eyes in bliss. "Never thought I'd miss the little things like this so much," he said. 

Dr. Burrows was silent as he ate his bars of chocolate. "You can say that again," he said as 
he swallowed down the last of them. Then he leapt off the wall. "Chocks away, old chap!" he 
announced exuberantly, sweeping his arm through the air. When Will just looked at him, he 
grinned idiotically, and added, "I'm joking, Will — don't you get it? Chocks away — we were on 
an airfield — that's what they do with old aircraft — take the chocks away from the wheels, and 
I've just eaten choccy! It's a joke." 

"Are you feeling all right, Dad?" Will asked. His father was behaving very oddly, and 
wasn't usually one to make jokes. 

Dr. Burrows frowned. "I think I just had a sugar hit," he admitted. "Might have overdone 
it." 

"I think you might have," Will said, easing himself off the wall. 

But Dr. Burrows was still buzzing and staunchly refused to investigate whether there was a 
bus they could catch to the nearby town. "Walk'll do us good. Forward to Fakenham," he 
declared bombastically, striding off through the rest of the village. 

When they finally arrived in Fakenham, hot and tired, they found it was market day there. 
The traders were setting out their wares on their stalls and standing around sipping tea from 
polystyrene cups. Dr. Burrows found the stop where the coaches departed from and scanned the 
timetable for the next one to London. They had a couple of hours to kill, and loitered around the 
main square as more and more people arrived for the market. As the area became increasingly 
crowded, Will felt decidedly uncomfortable. He kept looking over his shoulder, trying to check 
each of them. But there were just too many of them. 

"Dad," he said, flicking his thumb at a café up the road. 


"Why not? I'd kill for a cup of coffee," Dr. Burrows agreed. He hesitated. "Will, be careful 
what you eat. You saw what happened to me," he advised soberly. "We should avoid too much 
sugar or fat because we're simply not used to it." And despite Will's pleas to have a full English 
breakfast, they ordered toast and something to drink, then took a table in the corner of the café. 

People on other tables were glancing warily at them, not because of their olive drab army 
uniforms, which actually weren't that out of place in the town, but because, Will assumed, of their 
extremely dirty and rather odd hairstyles. Will twiddled one of his white dreadlocks between his 
fingers as he studied his father's spiky hair. Dr. Burrows did look like a rather time-expired punk 
as he sat there, engrossed in his paper. Will leant over to him. "Do you think we should do 
something about our hair? I reckon we might stick out a bit, and we don’t want the police on our 
backs, do we? Don't forget we're missing as far as they're concerned." 

Dr. Burrows contemplated his son's suggestion, then nodded. "Not a bad idea, Will," he 
concluded. He went over to ask the lady behind the counter where the nearest barber's was, and 
they headed for it. 


Will wasn't too sure when his father asked the barber for a short back and sides for each of 
them, and even less so as he watched his long hair being shorn off in the mirror. However, when 
they were both done, their tidy new hairstyles went quite nicely with their military clothing. The 
coach was on time, and they boarded it. But the journey was incredibly protracted; the coach 
seemed to be stopping at every town on the way, although Will and Dr. Burrows used the 
opportunity to catch up on their sleep. As they became stuck in traffic on the approach to 
London, Will half opened an eye and surveyed the rows of stationary cars and lorries in the other 
lanes, and the skyline of the city in the distance. "Too many people," he mumbled drowsily, then 
went back to sleep. 

By mid-afternoon, the coach finally pulled up and the door opened with a pneumatic hiss. 

"Euston Station! Everyone out!" the driver shouted. 

"I'm never going to get used to this," Will muttered as they made their way to the concourse 
at the front of the station, where hordes of people were milling around and they could hear the 
constant rumble of traffic from the nearby Euston Road. Dr. Burrows didn't seem to be 
concerned by it in the slightest. 

"Quick — that bus! It'll take us to Highfield!" he exclaimed, pointing. Then he looked 
confused. "But where are all the double-deckers?" 


Part Five 


Highfield, Again 
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As they disembarked from the bus in Highfield, Dr. Burrows unexpectedly turned down the 
High Street rather than up it. "Just want to take a quick look at the museum, Will," he said. 

"Dad... it's not safe. I don't think we..." Will started to object, but from the determined way 
his father was striding along with his chin in the air, he knew he was wasting his breath. 

Reaching the museum, Dr. Burrows went up the steps and pushed his way through the door, 
Will trailing a couple paces behind. 

Will was just thinking the main hall looked more brightly lit than he remembered it as his 
father took a few steps, then stopped dead. Dr. Burrows surveyed the scene in a somewhat 
proprietorial manner until his gaze alighted on a far corner. 

"What's all this over here?" he exclaimed, and immediately strode off again. 

His boots squeaked on the polished parquet flooring as he drew up sharply in front of a tall 
glass display case. In it a mannequin sporting a Second World War infantry sapper's uniform 
stood in all its glory. "But what's become of my military display?" he muttered, casting around 
for the pair of battered showcases in which he'd arranged a disorganized jumble of tarnished 
buttons, regimental badges and rusty ceremonial swords. 

Will made his way to a bank of new displays behind the mannequin. "Remembering 
Highfield's Finest," he read out as his father joined him. Together, they leant over the sloping 
tops of the glass cases to study the ration and identity books, the gas masks and other wartime 
items, all beautifully labeled with names and explanations as to their uses. 

Sucking in his breath, Dr. Burrows turned to regard a television screen set into a brilliant 
white melamine console by the side of the new glass cases. "Press to activate," he mumbled as 
he read the instructions on the screen and thrust a finger at it. It immediately began to play a 
sequence of black-and-white films, which looked like excerpts from old newsreels. The first 
scenes were at night time and showed firemen with hoses battling to put out blazing houses. "I 
remember those days so well, as though they were yesterday," began an elderly, wavering voice. 
"My father was one of the first in Highfield to volunteer as an Air Raid Warden." 

Will watched as scenes of the aftermath of the raid came on. In hazy sunlight men in dusty 
uniforms were frantically picking over rubble strewn across pavements and the front gardens of 
houses. The commentary continued: "The heaviest bombing came in February 1942, when there 
was a direct hit on the Lyons Tea Rooms in the South Parade of shops. I remember it was packed 
with people having their lunch when the Germans dropped a landmine. It was just awful... 
injured people and dead everywhere. And there was another raid that night, even worse than the 
first." 

Then Will watched a clip of a pair of old men just sitting on a couple of chairs in the 
remains of the ground floor of a house, staring blankly at the camera as they smoked. They 
looked exhausted, and defeated. He tried to imagine their suffering — not only had they lost their 
homes and all their belongings, but very probably their wives and children had perished in the 
bombing. All of a sudden their plight touched Will — he found it very poignant, and was struck 
by the realization that whatever he'd gone through, it couldn’t be worse than what these men and 
many hundreds of thousands of others had faced in that war. He concentrated on the commentary 
again. 

"My father worked for two whole days and nights to find—" 


Dr. Burrows stopped the film with a jab at the screen. 

"I was watching that, Dad," Will said. His father clucked and gave him a frosty look before 
stumping off towards the door at the far end of the hall, beyond which lay the archives and his old 
office. 

But just as he reached the doorway, a young man stepped out and blocked his way. 

"I'm sorry, sir, you can't go in there. It's off limits to he public," the man said pleasantly but 
firmly. "Museum staff only, I'm afraid." He was dressed in a smart blue suit with a lapel badge 
which said Curator on it. He looked very young, even to Will's eyes. 

"Tl am—" Dr. Burrows began and immediately halted as, unseen by the man, Will nudged his 
father in the small of the back. 

Dr. Burrows grunted, and the man took a step back. Will realized how odd his father must 
appear to him, with his old Navy duffle coat done up the neck, and the woolly hat pulled down 
low over his head. 

"Can I be of assistance, sir? I saw you were admiring our new interactive display — I'd be 
delighted to give you a guided tour of our other exhibits." The young man glanced around the 
floor of the museum and lowered his voice as if he was confiding some vital secret to Dr. 
Burrows. "I'm afraid that many of them are rather unexceptional. You might have noticed that 
this museum is a little, er... how shall I put it... in need of modernization. It was badly neglected 
by the previous management." He drew in a long breath as if he was preparing himself for a 
massive task. "But now I'm at the helm, I intend to revamp the whole place with the help of some 
p-r-e-t-t-y substantial funding I've secured." 

The man smiled, expecting an enthusiastic response from Dr. Burrows, but his smile 
evaporated as he got something altogether very different. 

"I like it precisely the way it is," Dr. Burrows said as if someone was strangling him. 

Will's heart went out to his father. All Dr. Burrows’ work at the museum had been belittled 
in a few throwaway sentences. As Will watched him, Dr. Burrows head lowered and he seemed 
to deflate. Will wanted to say something, but he couldn’t think of the right words. What was so 
ironic was that his father had absolutely nothing to be ashamed of. 

With all the innumerable and outstanding discoveries he'd made in the Colony and the 
Deeps, Dr. Burrows would one day be lauded as a great explorer and scientist, perhaps the 
greatest of the century. But none of that seemed to matter to him right now, as he stood there, his 
shoulders bowed with disappointment. Will couldn't understand why his father still seemed to 
care so much about this rather third-rate place, which could never hope to compare with the 
wealthier museums in central London. 

"A lot of time and effort was put into all these displays, you know," Dr. Burrows said. "I 
think they're very effective." 

"Well, each to his own," the young man replied defensively. "These days it's a different 
game entirely. It's all about interactivity and community involvement. The trick is to give the 
kids some buzzy new technology to get their attention, and also to pull in the local people by 
inviting them to participate in time capsules and the like. Yes, Interaction and Involvement spell 
Interest and Income. The 'four I's" principle." 

As Will scanned the hall, he wondered if the new curator's vision would prove to be 
successful in Highfield. Perhaps this rather dusty and neglected museum was a true reflection of 
the heart of the borough. 

"So, do you live around here?" the curator asked, breaking the silence. 

"Sort of," Dr. Burrows replied. 

"Well, if you're interested I'm always on the lookout for people to assist me with the running 
of the museum, you know, to help at—" 

"Weekends," Dr. Burrows cut in. "Ah, yes, the Saturday squad." 

The curator's mood changed and he grinned, imagining he'd found a new recruit. 


"I assume you've got Major Joe signed up, and then there'll be Pat Robbins, Jamie Dodd..." 
Dr. Burrows said, "...and, I'll bet, Franny Bartok." 

The curator nodded at each name as Dr. Burrows reeled them off. Will had stepped to his 
father's side and saw the twinkle in his eye as he continued to speak. He was definitely up to 
something. 

"And how could I forget the one and only Oscar Embers," Dr. Burrows said. 

"Oscar Embers?" The curator stopped nodding. "No, I don't recall anyone of that name." 

"No? Are you sure... he was a retired actor and always the most passionate and committed 
of the bunch." 

The curator couldn't help but notice the look that passed between Dr. Burrows and Will. 

"No, I've never come across him," the curator said categorically, then narrowed his eyes as if 
he was becoming suspicious. "And can I ask you, sir, how you come to be so knowledgeable 
about my volunteers when I've never met you before?" 

"I was..." Dr. Burrows began, but was interrupted by Will, who coughed loudly to warn his 
father not to say any more. "... [helped out your predecessor when he was here and, er, got to 
know him well." 

"Ah, that would be Dr...." the curator said, then frowned as he grasped for the name. 
"Bellows or Bustows, or something like that." 

"Burrows, Dr. Burrows," Dr. Burrows snapped. 

"Yes, that's it. I assume you know the poor chap went missing — it was before I took over 
the reins here so I've no idea what he was like." 

"A very impressive man," Dr. Burrows said tersely. "And now, I regret to say, we have to 
be on our way." 

"Are you sure I can't give you a quick tour round the new exhibits." 

"Maybe another time. Thank you anyway, and good luck with your plans," Dr. Burrows 
said as he turned smartly. He was muttering to himself and it wasn't until he was outside that he 
really began to let loose. 

"Interactive! Bah! That young just-out-of-university novice will burn thousands of pounds, 
and all for bloody nothing. Then the museum will run short of funds and probably be closed 
down, and my collection will be moth-balled for all eternity." He stamped his foot no the 
pavement with such force that it echoed across the road. 

"Day, just cool it, will you?" Will urged him, concerned that his father's behavior was 
attracting unwanted attention. "I know why you were asking about Oscar Embers," he said, 
attempting to distract his father by getting him on a new tack. "It is really weird that the curator 
hasn't heard of him. He was always hanging around, wasn't he?" 

"Yes," Dr. Burrows agreed, "very strange." 

"So that twin was probably telling the truth about him being a Styx agent, and we should get 
the hell out of here. I tell you — we're not safe in Highfield." 

Dr. Burrows pursed his lips thoughtfully and suddenly stuck his finger in the air. "I know! 
Oscar must have died, before that new bloke took over," he declared cheerfully. "After all, Oscar 
was no spring chicken! And there's only one way to find out if that's what happened." 

"How?" Will tried to ask, but his father strode off at full speed again. 

They passed up the High Street, pausing outside a shop that was in the process of being 
gutted by a team of builders. Dr. Burrows surveyed the old green-painted shelves, which had 
been torn out and piled on the pavement in front of the shop. 

"Clarke's has gone. Is nothing sacred?" he said, referring to the old fruit and veg shop that 
had been there since anyone could remember. "That's the bloody supermarkets for you!" he 
fumed. Will guessed immediately there was more to the shop's closure than that. He was on the 
point of telling his father about the Clarke brothers’ special relationship with the Colony, but 
decided against it. Dr. Burrows was having a hard enough time coping with what he already 
knew — Will didn't want to make it any more complicated for him. 


Turning off the High Street, they marched past the old convent and very shortly came to 
Gladstone Street where Dr. Burrows paused in front of a row of almshouses. 

"What are we doing here, Dad?" Will asked. 

"Checking out facts," Dr. Burrows replied, as he advanced towards a narrow alleyway 
between two of the small houses. He seemed to know exactly where he was going as he 
disappeared into the darkness. Will followed a few paces behind, anxious that he couldn't see 
anything at all around him. He slowed for a second as his foot clipped an empty milk bottle, 
sending it rattling over the cobbles. 

As he emerged into light again, Will saw that on either side the alley was bordered by 
garden walls, and that it was sealed off at the end by an old factory building with tall windows. 
There seemed to be no other way in or out of the alley except the way they'd entered. Will 
couldn't for the life of him think why his father was interested in this place. Then Dr. Burrows 
went up to the wall on their right and peered over it. 

"Who lives here?" Will inquired, joining his father at the wall and looking at the unkempt 
garden. A plump cat padded over the patchy grass, carefully avoiding the numerous plastic bowls 
of filthy water which seemed to be everywhere. Then Will remembered what he had read in his 
father's journal which he and Chester had found all those months ago. "This was where the 
luminescent orb was discovered, wasn't it?" 

"Yes — this is Mrs. Tantrumi's house." 

Will shrugged. "So what are we doing here?" 

"She was a friend of Oscar's," Dr. Burrows told him. 

"So, what, are you going to ask her what happened to him?" 

"Yes, that was my intention," Dr. Burrows confirmed decisively. "And there was more that 
just the luminescent orb here." 

Will looked searchingly at his father. "What do you mean?" 

"The orb was found in the basement just beyond those steps over there," Dr. Burrows told 
him, glancing at the dark doorway. "There was also a wardrobe in there, stuffed full of Colonist's 
coats." 

"Colonist's coats," Will repeated, then realized what his father had said. "Jesus Christ, 
Dad!" he burst out. "You must be bloody mad!" He was looking nervously around now. "This is 
probably a route down to the Colony — there could be Styx in that house." 

"No, just a sweet old lady," Dr. Burrows told him. 

"But, Dad," Will whined, stamping his foot. He was so frustrated that his father wasn't 
listening to him, he suddenly felt like he was a child of five years old again, not getting his way. 
He seized hold of Dr. Burrows by the arm as if he was about to drag him forcibly away from the 
wall. "This is just crazy. We've got to get away from here," Will pleaded. "We have to!" 

Dr. Burrows turned to give him a stern look. "Unhand me, Will." 

Will did as he was told and released his father's arm. He recognized the resolve in his 
father's voice as he spoke. "I've spent too much of my life hanging back from what I should've 
done. It's all too easy to find an excuse to put things off until another day. Christ knows, / 
should know. But right at this moment, I need to investigate what your sister..." he faltered for a 
beat, "... that twin said. I have to find out if Oscar really was some sort of Styx agent. I have to 
check the facts for myself." 

"I suppose you're right, Dad," Will agreed reluctantly. 

"Good," Dr. Burrows said, straight away hauling himself on top of the wall, then jumping 
down the other side. As he landed in the mud, his feet slid from under him and he sat right on top 
of one of the numerous bowls. The sharp crack of breaking plastic resounded around the garden, 
and in the ensuing silence Dr. Burrows swore and hauled himself to his feet, wiping the algae 
from his duffle coat. "Not again," he muttered to himself. 

Full of misgiving, Will remained where he was, watching as his father went to the back door 
and knocked on it gently. 


"Mrs. Tantrumi," Dr. Burrows called. "Are you there?" It's me... Roger Burrows." 

The door opened a crack and an enormous ball of black and white fur bolted out. It flew 
straight between Dr. Burrows' legs and into the garden. Startled, Dr. Burrows muttered "Cat?" as 
he tottered back a couple of steps. 

A wrinkled face peeped short-sightedly through the gap. 

"Hello? Who's that?" 

"Mrs. Tantrumi, it's all right. It's only me, Roger Burrows." 

Who?" 

"Dr. Burrows. I... um... dropped in to see you last year about the luminescent orb that Oscar 
Embers brought to me. Do you remember?" 

The door opened fully. The old lady had wispy white hair and was wearing an apron that 
wasn't tied properly, so that large yellow and white flowers ran at rather an odd angle across her 
body. She also appeared to be very unsteady on her feet, and was hanging on to the door jamb as 
if she needed it to support herself. She adjusted her glasses, clearly finding it a struggle to focus 
on Dr. Burrows. "Yes, of course I remember you," she eventually answered. "You're from the 
museum. You wrote me that lovely letter." 

"Yes, that's right," Dr. Burrows said in a relieved voice. 

"How lovely that you've come to see me again," she grinned, her old face lighting up. "You 
must join me for a cup of tea." 

"That would be very nice," Dr. Burrows replied warmly as the old lady waddled back into 
the kitchen. 

Dr. Burrows remained by the open door, stooping to stroke an ancient and painfully thin 
ginger cat. To his surprise, the cat hissed and lashed out at him. 

"Orlando! Mind your manners, you naughty boy! I'm so sorry, Dr. Burrows. He's not used 
to strangers. I hope he didn't scratch you." 

"Not badly," Dr. Burrows said, rubbing his finger where a claw had caught the skin. He 
narrowed his eyes angrily at the cat, which was still standing there with its scraggy ruff up, like a 
feline guard dog. "Mrs. Tantrumi, I actually came to ask you about Oscar Embers. Is he all 
right?" 

Mrs. Tantrumi stood up from the sink, the tap running on full as she gripped the handle of 
the kettle so tightly Dr. Burrows could see her knuckles drain of blood. 

"No, he's not. Poor soul tripped on the pavement and broke his arm." She stared at the 
water swirling around and draining into the plug hole as she spoke. "Then he picked up a nasty 
infection in Highfield General, and was terribly ill. He did get better, but they said he couldn't 
look after himself and packed him off to a nursing home, so I don't see him anymore." 

"Do you know which nursing home he went into?" Dr. Burrows inquired. 

"No, I don't, and I can't visit him anyway, not with my hips the way they are," she said 
mournfully. "I do miss him so. He was a good friend." 

"I'm very sorry," Dr. Burrows said, rather unconvincingly. "But you must have some idea 
which home he's in." 

"No, dear, I don't," Mrs. Tantrumi replied, finishing the task of filling the kettle, then 
swaying over to the cooker with a series of ‘oohs' and 'aahs', as if each step was causing her 
considerable discomfort. 

"Poor old Oscar," Dr. Burrows said distantly, turning to regard the doorway to the basement. 
"Would you mind if I took another look down there, where the luminescent orb was found?" 

"Ludicrous orb, dear? What's that?" she asked, squinting at him. 

"The object you so very kindly donated to the museum. Don't you remember?" 

Mrs. Tantrumi thought for a second, her frail hands trembling. "Oh, of course, I know — 
the glass ball. Yes, please do have a look, if you want." She took a large tin from the kitchen 
counter. "Would you like a biscuit, first?" she offered, as she struggled to get the lid off. 


Clutching his Garibaldi biscuit, Dr. Burrows glanced at Will whose head was just visible as 
he peered over the garden wall from the alleyway. Dr. Burrows raised his eyebrows at Will, then 
made his way down the mossy brick steps to the basement. Once there he went straight for the 
area that lay to the front of the house. All was silent in the darkened basement, except for the 
sound his feet were making in the dirt. 

As his eyes adjusted to the gloom, he saw that the wardrobe wasn't where it had been before. 
In fact, there was no sign of it anywhere. "What the blazes!" he muttered. "Somebody's nicked 
it!" 

Still muttering to himself, he took a moment to give the old piano another quick inspection . 
Moldering against a damp wall, it appeared to be in an even worse state than the last time he'd 
seen it; one side had become detached and the instrument sat lopsidedly, as if it was at the point 
of collapsing altogether. Lifting the lid, Dr. Burrows found that many of the keys now didn't 
make any sound at all when he played them. Stamping his feet on the ground by the base of the 
walls, he made a complete circuit of the basement, certain that somewhere he was going to find a 
trapdoor. But the ground felt solid enough, and he'd just decided to check the walls themselves 
when he heard a noise behind him. 

He wheeled around. 

Silhouetted in the light coming from the garden, he saw a figure lurch at him. He also saw it 
was wielding something in its hand, something that glinted, like polished steel. 

"YOU'VE MEDDLED ONCE TOO OFTEN!" the figure shrieked. 

"Mrs. Tantrumi!" Dr. Burrows cried as he recognized who it was. 

The speed at which the old lady was moving took him completely by surprise. Her face set 
in a vicious snarl, she lunged at him with the knife, not showing any trace of the frailty she'd 
exhibited before. 

All of a sudden there was a resounding crash, and Garibaldi biscuits and custard creams flew 
everywhere. Mrs. Tantrumi stopped dead in her tracks and, as the evil-looking knife fell from her 
hand, she keeled over. 

"Will!" Dr. Burrows gasped as he saw that his son was standing there. He'd evidently been 
right behind the crazed old lady. 

Dr. Burrows' face was a picture of confusion as he attempted to deal with what had just 
taken place. "She... she was going to stab me." He looked gratefully at his son. "Thank you, 
Will." 

"No problem. I couldn't decide whether to use this," Will said, as he held up the dented and 
now empty biscuit tin, "or a flower pot to wallop her one." 

The both peered down at Mrs. Tantrumi, who was lying on her side. Although she'd been 
stunned by the blow, she seemed to be recovering quickly. She rubbed her cranium with an 
aggrieved expression, then immediately tried to get to the knife again. 

"What do we do now?" Dr. Burrows asked, as he watched the old lady's hand snaking 
towards the weapon. 

"Stop her from killing us?" Will suggested. He took a step towards her and, without 
applying much pressure, placed a foot on her wrist to pin it to the ground. 

"Gerroff!" she seemed to have all her strength back now and, behaving like one of her feral 
cats, she proceeded to hiss and spit at Will and his father. "Your time is coming!" she ranted. 
"Nobody escapes the Colony!" 

"Just a sweet old lady, huh?" Will said. 

Shaking his head, Dr. Burrows watched the old woman with horrified fascination as she 
strained to free her hand from under Will's foot. "I don't believe it," he murmured. 

"You'd better," his son told him. 

"But—" 

"No, you listen to me, Dad, they have people all over. As Granny Gruesome here is 
obviously one of their agents, it follows that Oscar Embers was too, just like the Rebecca twin 


said. The Styx even have people in the police and in the Government, so we can't trust anybody. 
From now on, we tread really carefully. Got that?" 

"DEAD! YOU ARE BOTH DEAD!" Mrs. Tantrumi screamed, as Will stooped to pick up 
the knife, still not releasing her hand from under his foot. 

"I don't think so," Will sneered back at her. "And we're going to put a stop to you and your 
foul friends if it's the last thing we do." 

"IT WILL BE!" she screeched. "THERE ARE TOO MANY OF US!" 

"Come on, Dad, and let's get away from this stinking old witch." Screwing up his face in 
disgust, Will slung the knife through the doorway behind him. There was a startled meow from 
outside in the garden. 

"Oops, think I got one," Will said, as Mrs. Tantrumi exploded into such language and at 
such volume that Dr. Burrows covered his ears. 

Will took his foot off Mrs. Tantrumi's wrist and backed away quickly, closely followed by 
Dr. Burrows who had no intention of being left alone with the frenzied woman. As they climbed 
the steps to the garden, squinting in the bright light, a figure leapt from the top of the wall and 
landed on the muddy lawn, deftly avoiding the many plastic bowls of stale water. 

"What happened in there?" it demanded in an urgent whisper. 

Will couldn't believe his eyes. 

"Drake!" he exclaimed. 

"Drake?" Dr. Burrows repeated. 

"Tell me what just happened," Drake demanded again, jerking his head at the basement. 
"Who's in there?" 

"A Styx agent," Will answered. "I can't — I've got — you have to — the virus — how did 
you?" he gabbled, everything he wanted to say to Drake coming out in an incoherent torrent. 

"Not now," Drake cut him short. He whipped out a handgun and offered it to Will. "Take 
this. The safety's off." 

"It's all right — I've got my own,” Will said, hooking his jacket aside to show Drake the 
Browning Hi-Power tucked into his trousers. 

Dr. Burrows clucked with disapproval at his son, but Drake flashed him a brief smile. 
"Cool. By the way, love the new look," he said, as he took in Will's short hair and combat 
fatigues. Then Drake was in action again, slipping past Dr. Burrows and cautiously descending 
the steps. 

"She's an old woman, but she's vicious," Will tried to warn Drake, but he'd already 
disappeared into the gloom of the basement. 

"What's he going to do? Put a bullet in her?" Dr. Burrows said. 

"I would if I could, but she's bailed," Drake rumbled, overhearing the remarks as he stormed 
out of the basement. "So now the White Necks will know you're back in circulation, and the heat 
will be on." 

Will was astounded. "She's gone? But she can't have!" 

"There's no way out of there," Dr. Burrows added, giving Drake a skeptical look. "I 
checked it myself." He made as if he was going to go back into the basement, but Drake grabbed 
his elbow and spun him round. 

"No, you don't. It's a waste of time — you'll never find it," Drake growled at him. "I heard 
there was a portal somewhere around here." He shot a glance at Will. "Someone told me about 
it.” 

This wasn't lost on Will, who looked at him questioningly. 

"We need to get away from here, and pronto," Drake said to Dr. Burrows, then he stepped 
towards Will and his face crinkled into a grin. "I can't tell you how good it is to see you again, 
Will. In fact, I'd say it's a bloody miracle! So you did the impossible — you all made it out of the 
Pore?" 


"Yes... no, we—" Will began, but gasped as in the blink of an eye Drake had dropped to one 
knee and brought his handgun to bear on the kitchen door. Will also took his Browning Hi-Power 
out, although he was far less practiced than Drake and it took him a great deal longer. The door 
to the kitchen, which Mrs. Tantrumi had left ajar, moved the smallest fraction. Will was holding 
his breath as a mangy black cat stuck its head out and gave them an indifferent look before it 
ducked inside again. 

"Yes, you've got to watch out for her pussy cats — they're vicious brutes. One gave me a 
really nasty scratch," Dr. Burrows declared dryly as he surveyed both his son and Drake poised 
with their weapons. 

"Can't be too careful. This place is riddled with Styx," Drake said as he straightened up 
again. He regarded Dr. Burrows rather coldly before addressing Will. "I presume this is your 
father — the intrepid explorer?" 

Will nodded. 

"And you've come back to Highfield to see your mother," Drake said. 

"My wife — yes, of course we have," Dr. Burrows jumped in before Will could answer. 

Drake put his handgun away. "Well, if you thought you'd find her in your old house, you're 
wasting your time. She's sold it." 

"She did what?" Dr. Burrows said, aghast. 

Will's mind was beginning to function after the shock of seeing Drake again, and something 
didn't quite add up. "But, how did you know we'd come here? How did you know that I was 
even still alive?" he asked. 

"When you rang that number, your message was logged on a secure server in Wales." 

"Number? Message?" Will said, then the penny dropped: it had to have been one of the 
calls he'd made from the old telephone in the fallout shelter. "So the line wasn't dead! And that 
was your number all the time!" Will said, shaking his head. "I had no idea what it was for." 

"You can only have got it from Elliott, so I assume she's still alive, too. Is she okay?" 

Will nodded. "I hope so. We got separated after she set off a huge explosion.” 

"Typical," Drake chuckled. "And what about Chester?" 

"He should be with Elliott, but Cal... something terrible—" 

"I know about Cal," Drake interrupted softly. "I was there. I saw the whole thing." 

"You were there?" Will sputtered. "At the Pore?" 

"Yes. With Sarah... for her last moments..." 

"No," Will said. She's dead, too?" 

Drake glanced away from Will, as if he knew how painful what he was about to say would 
be for the boy. "Will, she threw herself off the edge, taking the twins with her. I reckon she did it 
because she'd messed things up so badly with you, and it was all that was left for her." 

"Oh, God," Will gasped. He'd hung on to the hope that somehow she might have survived, 
but now that had been dashed by what Drake had told him. Will tried to speak, to ask more about 
what had happened, but his throat had tightened to such an extent that Drake couldn't hear him. 

Dr. Burrows was completely ignorant of Will's feelings, and how both Cal's death and now 
this account about Sarah's final act of self-sacrifice struck him to the very core. Still put out at 
being manhandled by Drake, and even more so by the discovery that he was now homeless, Dr. 
Burrows spoke with uncharacteristic boldness. 

"Hey, gunslinger — whatever your name is — you said we shouldn't hang around here?" 

Drake didn't shift his gaze from Will as he answered, but a slight movement of his eyes 
betrayed his irritation. "It's Drake, and yes, I did say that, didn't I? I'm going to take you 
somewhere to lie low for a while, and maybe you'll get a chance to see your wife at the same 
time." 

"You know where she is?" Dr. Burrows asked immediately. 


"Come along, Will," Drake said softly, placing a hand on the overwrought boy's shoulder 
and steering him towards the garden wall. "We've got a lot of catching up to do, but not here. 
Let's go." 

"Excellent," Dr. Burrows declared to their backs as they moved away. Even if he didn't 
admit it to himself, he was more than a little resentful that he seemed to have been supplanted in 
his son's affections by this rather imposing stranger, who evidently had such a strong bond with 
his son. 


25 


Drake went ahead to check the road was clear, then waved Will and Dr. Burrows out after 
him. As he escorted them away from Mrs. Tantrumi's house, Will thought how good it felt to be 
back with him. He'd had no idea how he and his father were going to cope, particularly as Dr. 
Burrows had seemed so unwilling to accept that the Styx were a very real threat. He just hoped 
that the incident with Mrs. Tantrumi would open his father's eyes to this. 

Drake used a hand signal to tell Will to stay back as he moved to the end of the road. 
Slowing, he glanced around the corner, then disappeared from sight. He was being every bit as 
cautious as he had been in the Deeps. 

"Is all this cloak-and-dagger stuff really necessary?" Dr. Burrows grumbled to his son. "I 
mean what can anyone do to us here? This is Highfield, for God's sake!" 

"They tried to snatch me and Chester on the way home from school, and that was only a 
couple of Colonists. If the Limiters come for us..." Will said, but didn't finish the sentence. 

Dr. Burrows mouthed a silent ‘pah!' as he and Will hurried to catch up with Drake, who 
showed them through an iron gate, then led them down a narrow alley. 

"Martineau Square. That's where you're taking us, isn't it?" Dr. Burrows asked, as he saw 
that the alley extended behind a row of Georgian terraced houses. 

"Yeah, but not the front way," Drake answered. 

Both sides of the alley were bordered by red-brick walls and it was paved with tread-worn 
cobblestones, between which grass and weeds grew in abundance. Clusters of old dustbins and 
heaps of empty cardboard boxes impeded the trio's progress, particularly when Dr. Burrows lost 
his footing on a soggy pizza carton and fell over. "Get a move on," Drake urged, as Dr. Burrows 
picked himself up. 

Drake stopped at a wooden door, which was coated with chipped black paint and its bottom- 
most edge rotted away. They slipped through it, finding they were in a small backyard, a 
concreted area with what looked like the original outdoor privy still in one corner. Drake used a 
key to let them through the back door of the house and into a hallway, which was a dismal dark 
brown color. From the state of it, Will reckoned that it hadn't been decorated for many decades. 

They climbed several flights of stairs with cast-iron metal banisters, the treads creaking with 
every step, and at the very top Drake ushered them through a doorway so low they had to duck to 
the through it. They found themselves in a dingy room, the only light filtering through a small 
cobwebbed window. Will knew they must be in the attic of one of the terraced houses that lined 
Martineau Square. 

Drake shut the small door and drew two bolts across, immediately crossing the bare 
floorboards to the window. He stopped short of going right up to it, instead peering at the view 
outside through the dusty panes. 

"What's there?" Dr. Burrows asked as he ambled straight up to the window and pressed his 
face against it. In the blink of an eye, Drake had hauled him back. 

"For God's sake, man, don't show yourself like that!" he growled. 

Dr. Burrows made a sharp movement, shoving Drake's hand away, then squared up to him. 
"Don't you dare touch me!" he simmered. "I don't know what your game is, but if you do that 
again, you'll be sorry." 

Will had never seen his father like this before — he had always gone out of his way to avoid 
even the mildest confrontation. Dr. Burrows was several inches shorter than Drake, and it was 
difficult to imagine him faring well in a fight against anyone, let alone this man who regularly 
came up against Limiters, and won. Nevertheless, Dr. Burrows’ whole body was quivering like a 
bantam cockerel about to attack. 

As Dr. Burrows and Drake's eyes remained locked on each other, the two men radiated an 
angry calm which seemed to fill the small room. Will had the wildest sensation that he was back 


with Chester and Cal again. Time after time they had rubbed each other the wrong way and he'd 
been forced to smooth things over. And Will didn't like the way this was going at all, and felt he 
had to intervene. "Dad, you've got to be careful. Remember what just happened with that old 
woman. She was going to stab you." 

His upper lip curled with anger, Dr. Burrows turned his head stiffly from Drake and towards 
his son. "You don't really know who this person is, or what he's done. Remember what I told 
you about strangers — you should never tr—" 

"He's not a stranger! He saved my life in the Deeps!" Will burst out. "He looked after us 
there. He knows what's going on." 

"Dr. Burrows, what will it take to convince you that our lives are at risk?" Drake asked in 
an even voice. 

"Please just listen to him, Dad," Will implored his father. 

Dr. Burrows humphed, then withdrew to a corner of the attic where he sat down heavily on 
an old trunk. 

Drake didn't appear to be the slightest bit fazed by the confrontation, and turned 
immediately to Will, smiling. 

"Right, bring me up to speed." 

"Okay," the boy replied, throwing a glance at the shadows where his father was sitting in a 
brooding silence. "I've got something for you." 

"Make yourself comfortable first. We've got a lot to talk about," Drake said, lowering 
himself to the floor where he sat cross-legged. Will did likewise, then delved inside his jacket 
pocket and brought out the leather pouch containing the two phials. He unwrapped the Hessian 
from around them. 

"Those aren't what I think they are, are they?" Drake said in amazement as he saw the 
phials. 

"Certainly are. This one," Will said, grinning as he held up the phial with the black stopper, 
"is the virus." 

Drake took it from him with the greatest care. "Dominion," he said softly, lifting the phial 
so it caught the dim light filtering through the small window. "So the other one must be the 
vaccine?" he asked. 

Will nodded as he also passed the white-stoppered phial over to Drake, who gently placed it 
on the floor beside him. 

Dr. Burrows cleared his throat loudly, making Will start. "So, Drake, I take it you believe 
that this whole dastardly plot routine is for real, then? You actually think the Styx are intending 
to wipe us all out with a lethal virus?" 

"No, not all of us," Drake replied. "They just want to depopulate the surface, and then move 
in on what's left." 

"T've never heard such a load of claptrap," Dr. Burrows countered from the shadows. "Tell 
me you don't really believe that." 

"While you were underground, you missed the whole Ultra Bug episode. It was the Styx 
limbering up for something far nastier and far more serious. For this, for Dominion. And it's a 
damned clever plan. By using a biological reagent, they can exterminate Topsoilers but leave the 
infrastructure intact. You see, all the buildings, roads, railways — everything they need — will 
be there for the taking. And when they do march in, there won't be enough of us to put up any 
resistance." 

"But why are they doing this now?" Will asked. "They've been underground for centuries, 
haven't they?" 

"I've got two theories about that. Either their numbers have grown so much that it's time for 
them to move on to greener pastures..." Drake answered. 

"Or?" Will prompted him. 


"Or because — and this is the more likely explanation — with all the developments going 
on in Highfield, the Colony is losing air channels by the dozen as the old buildings are torn down. 
And at the same time as that's happening, it's upping the ante that someone will tumble to what's 
down there — the Discovery, as the Colonists call it." 

"Yes, the Discovery," Will mumbled, remembering the first time he'd heard about it from 
Grandma Macaulay. 

"But spreading a deadly virus, like terrorists?" Dr. Burrows said, shaking his head. "Have 
they got the capability for that?" 

"Sure. It's nothing new — the Styx have pulled the same stunt a couple of time down the 
years," Drake said. "You're aware of all the major epidemics — the outbreaks of Asian and 
Spanish flu, and the Great Plague of 1665 — they're all the work of the White Necks." 

"I like a man with a good imagination," Dr. Burrows laughed cynically. "But this is too 
much." 

"In a way, the Styx themselves are not that different from a virus." Drake was thoughtful as 
he continued to dangle the glinting phial in front of him. "Know much about viruses, Doc? Do 
you know their MO?" 

"Can't say I do," Dr. Burrows said sneeringly. 

"Well, they're tiny organisms, so small that you need special filters to trap them. They're 
like nothing else on Earth. In fact, they resemble miniature space rockets, and they can even be 
crystallized — it's debatable whether they're alive, in the sense of the word you or I understand it. 
And it's a devil of a job to identify a new one when it does pop up." 

So how, exactly, are they like the Styx?" Dr. Burrows interjected. 

Drake continued as if he hadn't heard him. "They attack a host cell by anchoring themselves 
to its membrane. Then they shoot their genetic machinery inside and hijack the cell. They use its 
internal machinery to reproduce themselves like billyho, until there are so many of them the cell 
bursts. Then millions of identical viruses flood out, in search of new hosts to infect." The 
Dominion phial swung gently as Drake touched it with his little finger. "The rats sink the ship." 

"But you're talking about organisms that kill people," Dr. Burrows said, outrage in his voice. 
"You sound as though you actually admire them." 

"I admire their simple, uncluttered intent to survive. Their objective isn't to kill — in fact if 
the host loses its life, that's not good for business. The smart viruses keep their hosts alive... 
because they're dependent on them." 

"What are you trying to say — that the Styx are like viruses because they use people... use 
people for their own ends?" Dr. Burrows asked, flicking his eyebrows as if he was buying none of 
this. "Interesting concept, I suppose, but hardly credible." 

Drake had evidently tired of the exchange with Dr. Burrows, and turned to Will. 

"All I can say is that I'm impressed," he told the boy, then frowned deeply as if suddenly 
troubled by something. "Wait — the only place you could have got these phials is from—" 

"From a twin," Will finished the sentence for him. "That's right." 

"So... so did you take them off her dead body?" 

"No, she gave them to me," Will said, his voice beginning to waver. "The Rebecca twins 
did try to get them back at the submarine, but I wasn't about to let them have them." 

"But these are the Styx you're talking about, and all that sounds way too easy. Are you 
absolutely sure these phials contain genuine Dominion virus?" 

"Well, I hope so," Will replied earnestly. 

"You need to tell me everything, right from the time you fell into the Pore," Drake said. 
"And take your time — we're in no hurry.” 
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Will and Drake talked for several hours, until Drake finally got to his feet and stretched his 
legs. 

"So you didn't see what actually happened to the Rebecca twins, or the Limiter," he said 
with a grimace. "I don't like it. It's too open-ended." 

Will was unsettled by his response. "Well, either they were blown to smithereens, or if they 
did manage to make it inside the submarine, then they're a long way down," he said. "I just hope 
Martha got Chester and Elliott to the other—" 

"Oh come on, enough of this. You were going to show me where my wife is," Dr. Burrows 
demanded tetchily. He hadn't moved from the trunk since the set-to with Drake, but now stood 
up. 

"Yes, I was, wasn't I?" Drake replied. He took a stepladder from the wall, and set it up in 
the center of the room. Mounting it, he pushed open a hatch, then climbed through. Dr. Burrows 
and Will followed him, finding themselves on an area of leaded roof, the darkening sky over their 
heads. 

Dr. Burrows ignored the view of the square below, apparently more interested in the thick 
chimney stack at the side of the roof. He stood on tiptoe to touch one of the large terracotta 
chimney pots. 

"I was working on a theory that there are ducts built into these, for the Colony's air supply," 
he said, as if talking to himself. 

"They you'd be spot on," Drake confirmed. "The Fan Stations blow stale air out of some of 
them, while others are intakes for fresh air. In fact the whole square and many of the other 
buildings in the older parts of town were erected by Martineau's men, and disguise all sorts of 
things. But this square — Martineau Square — is Styx Central." 

"If that's true, then why in God's name have you brought us here?" Dr. Burrows asked. 

"Other than it's the last place they'd think of looking for us, the reason I've brought you here 
is..." Drake tailed off. He'd raised his hand to point, but now lowered it as he watched Will 
intently. "Don't get too close to the side — you might be seen," he warned the boy. 

As soon as Will had laid eyes on the edge of the roof, he'd been seized by the overwhelming 
desire to go towards it. That other self, who was so strong and domineering, was taking control 
of him again. It drove Will to take a few steps, but then he managed to stop himself from going 
any further. "Help me," he whispered as, breaking into a cold sweat, he sank down suddenly on 
the lead flat. 

"What's up?" Drake asked as he quickly went over to Will. "I didn't know you had a 
problem with heights." 

"I don't," Will croaked. "Or I didn't." He looked beseechingly up at Drake, trying not to cry 
he was so frightened. "This is something else. I keep getting this feeling like I want to... like I 
have to jump. I don't know what's wrong with me." 

Drake crouched beside him, his eyes full of concern. "When did this start?" 

"No long ago. It's like I want to kill myself! Am I just going mad?" 

"What is it, Will?" Dr. Burrows said, now standing helplessly by his son's side. "What's the 
matter?" 

"I think I might know," Drake said as he gently took hold of the boy. "They used the Dark 
Light on you, didn't they?" 

"Yes," Will answered, his body trembling violently as he still struggled with the urge to get 
up and throw himself off the roof. It was as though there was a battle taking place in each of his 
limbs, the muscle groups straining against one another in some sort of antagonistic contest to 
vanquish its counterpart. "In the Hold. Quite a few times,” he gasped. 

"Then this is not you. The Styx have done this to you," Drake said. 


"They did what?" Dr. Burrows shouted. 

"Stay out of it and keep your voice down!" Drake snapped at him. "Will, they implanted 
this in you. You've been conditioned... brainwashed, if you want to call it that. When they were 
interrogating you, they probably left something in your preconscious, like a poison pill, that 
would become active if you left the Colony." 

Will stared at Drake, unable to grasp what he was telling him. 

"It's not you — remember that. They did this. And you can fight it. Come with me." He 
helped Will up and, looping an arm around his chest, supported him to the very edge of the roof. 
Drake kept hold of him as they stood there together, a three-story drop below them. 

"Is that such a good—?" Dr. Burrows began to object. 

"I said keep out of it, Doc," Drake growled at him. "Will, look down there, at the road. 
You've got a picture in your mind, haven't you? A really vivid picture?" 

Will nodded, unable to stem the tears. 

"I'd guess it's the image of you lying broken on the tarmac. And it feels so right, as if it's the 
answer to everything." 

"Yes," Will replied in a hoarse voice. "But how do you know that?" 

"That doesn't matter. Will — you need to keep with me and listen to what I'm saying." 
Drake placed the palm of his hand on Will's forehead for a moment. "You have to realize there's 
something intrinsically wrong with the picture that they've stuck in your head. You can't feel the 
pain... you can't feel anything... you can't feel any loss, can you?" 

Will shook his head. "No, nothing." 

"The Styx rewired your mind — they've made you think this way. It's wrong. Resist it, 
resist the vision. It's false. Instead think about how your father and I would feel if you actually 
did jump. Put yourself in our places and feel what we'd feel. Are you doing that?" 

"Im trying," Will croaked. 

Drake took his arm from around the boy and stepped away from him. 

"You're on your own now, but you're in control, not the Styx. Tell me how that feels?" 

"Better... yes, it's like I've got myself back... like the voice isn't so strong," Will said as he 
wiped his eyes. "I can look down now and the picture isn't so clear. Oh, this is all so stupid." 

"No, far from it," Drake said as he took hold of the boy again. "We're going to do this over 
and over again until there's nothing left of their conditioning. I can help you to beat it." 

"But I wasn't like this in the Deeps. Why now?" Will asked, his head sagging as if he was 
completely exhausted. 

"It's what they wanted," Drake shrugged. "Probably the Styx's insurance policy in case you 
went on the run. A failsafe measure." 

Dr. Burrows clucked with disapproval. "What a load of old baloney!" he said. "I think you 
need help, Drake. You're so delusional, it's scary." 

Drake swung round to him. "No, you're the one who won't admit what's going on, even 
though you've seen it with your own eyes. That old woman was set on killing you. How do you 
explain that?" 

"She..." Dr. Burrows began, but then tailed off. 

"Mrs. Tantrumi might be a fully-fledged Styx agent or she could have been brainwashed. 
And if she was brainwashed, she's one of many. There are probably thousands of people all over 
the country who have had varying degrees of conditioning, and some of them hold influential 
positions — businessmen, members of Parliament, high-ranking officers in both the police and 
the army. All it takes is a keyword or a signal from the White Necks and these people have no 
option but to do their bidding." 

"Bartleby," Will said. "At the submarine the Rebecca twin spoke to him. He was acting like 
I was his worst enemy or something. So does it work on animals?" 

Drake nodded. "Sounds like it does." 


"And Sarah — Sarah Jerome — what about her?" Will asked as the thought occurred to him. 
"Did they use it on her so she'd come after me?" 

"I didn't get that impression in the short time I knew her. I think the Styx recognized she 
was vulnerable and they tricked her, plain and simple," Drake replied. 

"Tricked her?" Will echoed. 

"Yes. If they can't coerce people into doing what they want using threats, bribery or their 
elaborate lies, then they resort to mind control. But it takes weeks if not years of Dark Light 
sessions to induce anything more than impulsive actions in the average person." 

Will frowned, not understanding what he meant. 

"More than short bursts of behavioral change — inducing a person to do something in 
response to a keyword, or, in your case, Will, when you are confronted by a steep drop." 

Will still wasn't sure what he was talking about. "But can I really stop it?" 

"Sure you can. It sounds as though you only had a few weeks of conditioning, so with any 
luck I'll be able to reverse it. Others might not be so fortunate and their programming is so deeply 
ingrained that nothing can be done for them." He took a deep breath. "We're going to stay up 
here for a while," he said. "Can you handle that?" 

"I think so," the boy replied. 


x x x x xX 


They waited for half an hour, Drake perched by the edge of the roof and occasionally 
glancing at his watch as darkness gathered in the sky above them. 

Then he abruptly beckoned to Dr. Burrows to come over. 

"There's your wife," Drake said, pointing down at a road that joined the corner of the square. 

"Celia?" Dr. Burrows said, hastily getting up from the lead flat. 

"What the hell's she doing here?" Will asked as he stood alongside Drake. 

"See that house three in from the end?" Drake said, glancing at the terrace on the opposite 
side of the square. 

"Yes," Will confirmed. 

"Your mother's renting a flat on the first floor. She's taken a temporary job to pay for it." 

"Job?" Will spat as though he'd been stung, his face a picture of incredulity. "You're saying 
my mum's got herself a job? " 

"Yes," Drake replied. "And she goes to the gym every morning... quite the reformed 
character, as if she's trying to turn over a new leaf. She's also been researching Martineau and 
Highfield's history at the local archive, to see if there's any connection with your disappearances. 
She's thorough, I can tell you. That' s why the Colony is keeping tabs on her." 

"Oh, so you're saying the Styx are after her now," Dr. Burrows snorted. He and Will 
watched as she came nearer, noticing that she wasn't alone as she turned into the square. "But 
she's with someone! A man!" Dr. Burrows said, becoming quite agitated. 

"Yes, and he's not to be trusted," Drake informed him. 

Dr. Burrows was frantic. "I need to speak to her! Ihave to go to her!" 

"Im sorry, Doc, you can't do that. Not right now,” Drake told him in no uncertain terms. 

But Dr. Burrows had opened his mouth and yelled "Celia," before Drake, in the blink of an 
eye, had bundled him away from the edge of the roof. As Dr. Burrows tried to fight him off, 
Drake flipped him onto his back in a single fluid move, putting his head in a lock so he couldn't 
make a sound. 

"Bloody fool!" Drake scowled, and snapped an order at Will. "See if anyone heard that! 
And if you do anything silly like jumping, I'll kill you myself!" 


x x x xX x 


"Did you hear that?" 

Mrs. Burrows had been about to unlock the door, but was now scanning the road around the 
square and the uncared-for garden in the center. 

"Hear what?" Ben Wilbrahams asked. 

"I thought I heard... I thought someone shouted my name," she said, a bemused expression 
on her face. "It sounded like..." 

"Well, I didn't hear anything," Ben Wilbrahams said unequivocally. "Other than the wind." 

Mrs. Burrows shrugged and inserted the key in the lock to let them in. As Ben Wilbrahams 
followed her, she was unaware of the tall thin men flooding into the square, and the activity on 
the rooftop across from her. 


Any problems Will had had with heights were put aside as soon as he saw what was 
happening below. 

"Trouble," Will called back to Drake. "Looks like at least four Styx coming our way, and 
fast." 

"You'd better behave yourself, Doc," Drake warned as he released Dr. Burrows, then joined 
Will at the front of the roof. 

As Will craned his neck to see into the corners of the square, he felt rather than heard 
something land close to his feet. He looked down. Where the angle of the roof dipped forty-five 
degrees towards the guttering at the very edge, there was a neat hole in the surface of the lead. 
The same thing happened again, but this time he was looking down at the roof as another hole 
appeared next to the first. 

"Er, Drake," he said, pointing. 

Drake reacted in an instant. "Sniper!" he hissed, quickly pulling Will back with him. 

Huffing resentfully, Dr. Burrows had gotten up and was just about to give Drake a piece of 
his mind when there was a sharp sound that made him flinch. Inches from his face, one of the 
chimney pots simply exploded, pieces of it raining all over him. 

"What the hell?" Dr. Burrows spluttered, and flung himself down with his arms around his 
head. He didn't stay down for long, immediately scrambling back over the roof and scattering 
fragments of the red chimney pot as he went. 

Drake raced to the rear of the roof where he checked the alleyway behind. "Keep low and 
stay close," he ordered Will and his father as he scrambled over the brick parapet to reach the 
adjoining roof. 

"Are you telling me we were just shot at?" Dr. Burrows asked, wiping dust from his face. 

"Yes, you gave our position away. Can't you ever do what you're told, Dad?" Will said in an 
exasperated voice as he followed Drake. 

Crouching and in single file, they continued to cross from roof to roof as they made their 
way along the line of houses. 

"But I didn't hear any shots," Dr. Burrows whispered as they went. 

"They'll be using silencers or some kind of suppressor, and maybe low-velocity 
ammunition,” Will said. 

"Go to the top of the class, Will. You really have mugged up on your military manuals, 
haven't you?" Drake smiled. As they came to the last house in the terrace, Drake crawled forward 
on his chest and heaved up a hatch in the roof. He swung himself through the opening, crashing 
into some old cardboard boxes in the attic below. Will and Dr. Burrows dropped in after him. 

"So what do we do now?" The whole block will be surrounded," Will asked, looking 
quickly around at the empty attic, identical to the one they'd been in before, as he imagined an 
army of Styx and Colonists taking up positions outside. 


Drake flicked a small torch on. Gripping it in his teeth, he went to where the chimney flues 
ran up the wall and began to tap the brickwork. "Never get yourself into any situation where you 
haven't got at least two escape strategies," he said from the corner of his mouth as he worked his 
way along the wall. Although there was no difference in the appearance of the brickwork, the 
sound changed — it became hollow, as if the wall was made of metal. He pushed against it and a 
small trapdoor swung inwards. Will and Dr. Burrows were beside him in an instant, peering 
down into the duct. Inside it a rusted metal ladder was bolted to the wall. 

Will was relieved they had a way out. "That's a really cool escape strategy!" 

"Yes. Thanks to Martineau," Drake said. 

"Sir Gabriel Martineau?" Dr. Burrows asked. 

"Sure. He loved his secret passages, and got his men to build them on a whim. And he was 
usually in such a tearing hurry, he often didn't stop to make records." 

"So the Styx don't know about this one?" Will asked. 

"I truly hope not." Drake turned to Dr. Burrows. "And Doc, do you need any more 
convincing that the Styx are a threat?" he said pointedly to him. "Like a bullet in your head?" 

Dr. Burrows frowned, but said nothing. 

"Good. Now pick up your kit and get down the ladder — and take a left at the bottom," 
Drake told them. 

Will and his father descended the old ladder, then began along the stone-lined passage, 
which was high enough that they could both stand. A small stream of brownish water trickled 
down the center of the passage, and its sides and roof were covered in glistening black slime. As 
they walked, the light from Dr. Burrows' luminescent orb revealed there was more to the walls 
than they had first noticed. 

"Look! A mural!" Will cried. "A man with a boat!" 

"Noah and the Ark, I'd say," Dr. Burrows proclaimed as he inspected the image under the 
garlands of black algae and pale smudges of limescale. "But they're not murals, they're carved in 
relief, cut into the stone." 

"And here's one of a man and a woman," Will said, squinting at the other side of the 
passage. 

"Adam and Eve, probably," Dr. Burrows said. "They're all Biblical scenes, sculpted into the 
limestone with such skill. The artistry is just breathtaking. Remarkable!" 

Drake seemed to be taking his time to close the trapdoor, but as he slid down the ladder and 
caught up with father and son, he found they were both so captivated by the murals that they had 
hardly gone any distance at all. 

"I told you two to make tracks!" he snarled. 

"But this is an important discovery," Dr. Burrows insisted. "Why on earth would anyone 
have put these down here?" 

Drake glanced warily down the passage behind them. "Three centuries ago this led back to 
Martineau's house, so he could walk to church without getting wet when it was raining." Drake 
took Dr. Burrows by the arm, guiding him on. "And now, if you don't mind, please can we wind 
up the sightseeing tour for today, gentlemen." 

They moved at a fast pace, finding the passage was beginning to rise. Then it split and they 
took the left fork, but after several hundred meters they appeared to have hit a dead end. Drake 
went to the front and, handing Will his torch, felt around until he located two blocks of stone that 
were slightly recessed. 

"Bet you there's a hidden catch or something for another secret door," Will whispered 
excitedly to his father. 

But to Will's surprise, Drake braced himself and then aimed an almighty kick at the recessed 
stones. 

"Hidden catch, huh?" Dr. Burrows whispered back, as Drake took several more kicks, 
driving the heel of his boot into the stones with all his strength. 


A whole section of the wall crumbled away with a crash. Drake retrieved his torch from 
Will and played it through the opening. As the dust settled, the first thing Will and Dr. Burrows 
laid eyes on was a skull. Then they saw a jumble of decayed bones on the ground, where the old 
lead coffin Drake had dislodged had fallen and broken up. 

"Where are we?" Will asked in a hushed voice as he climbed out behind Drake. 

"It's all right, you're not going to wake 'em up," Drake told him, making no effort to keep his 
voice low. 

As they moved further into this new area, something crunched under their feet. 

"Ye Gods!" Dr. Burrows gasped, examining the mass of human remains scattered across the 
floor. Then he raised his light and spotted other intact coffins on stone ledges around the walls. 
He and Will saw they were in a space some ten meters square, but the ceiling was far above them 
as if they were in some sort of well. "We're in a burial chamber!" Dr. Bellows realized. 

"You got it, Doc. After Martineau decided he didn't need his personal subway, he gave it 
over to an industrialist friend to use as his family mausoleum. Looks like they're all in here." 
Drake crossed to the opposite wall and began to climb up the ledges until he reached the 
uppermost one. "Give me some light," he said as he edged along what Will thought was a stretch 
of stone wall. He located a short bar of rusted iron attached to it, which he then pivoted to the 
vertical. 

"Is that a door?" Will asked, shining his lantern up. 

"Sure is. Luckily for us, it can be opened from the inside," Drake said. "I suppose it was in 
case any of these guys wanted out!" 

Putting his shoulder against the heavy stone door, Drake applied his weight to it. With a 
low grinding sound, it slowly swung away from him. "Well, what are you two waiting for?" he 
said to Will and Dr. Burrows, as he slipped through the open door. Will was a little uneasy about 
where he was putting his hands as he clambered up the ledges. Quite a few of the caskets seemed 
to have fallen apart and their contents spilled out, and he didn’t fancy touching the slime-covered 
bones. 

Reaching the top, Will stepped outside the mausoleum. He breathed in the night air as he 
took stock of where he was. Before him he saw row upon row of headstones, dimly lit by the 
streetlight seeping over the cemetery wall. A building loomed before him. "Highfield Church," 
he muttered under his breath. 

"This way," Drake said. They wove their way through the thickets of small trees and knee- 
high tangles of horsetail to another part of the churchyard. "Make yourselves comfortable, 
gentlemen — we're stopping here for a second," he told them. Perching on a slab of moss- 
covered stone, Will and Dr. Burrows were grateful for the opportunity to rest — they were feeling 
particularly weary now they were experiencing Earth's normal gravitational pull. 

"Did you know that's actually the Martineau family grave?" Dr. Burrows informed Will, 
pointing at a tomb with small stone statuettes of a pair of men holding a pickaxe and shovel at its 
apex. Will had explored the graveyard before, but never after nightfall. But now as he looked 
where his father was indicating and felt the damp, cold stone under his palms, there was 
something strangely familiar about the spot. Stirring deep within him was a memory, so distant 
that as he tried to remember more he might as well have been attempting to catch a wisp of smoke 
in his hands. Shrugging to himself, he began to hum as he scratched at the moss with a fingernail. 


x x x x x 


"So what did you make of the journal?" Mrs. Burrows asked Ben Wilbrahams as he shifted 
two piles of books from the armchair and onto the table so he had a place to sit. "Sorry, they're 
my husband's," she apologized as Ben Wilbrahams studied the spine of one of what was 
obviously a self-help book from its cover. 

"The Power of ME — Exercises in Self Belief, he read, raising his eyebrows quizzically. 


"Well, a few of them are mine," Mrs. Burrows said as there was a blinding flash of light in 
the room, even though the curtains were closed. Then came the most incredible explosion. One 
of the curtains billowed out as if the wind had caught it, followed by the tinkle of glass. 

"What the hell was that?" Mrs. Burrows cried, racing over to the window and yanking the 
curtains aside so she and Ben Wilbrahams could see outside. The roof on the end of the terrace 
opposite was completely wrecked, flames leaping from the remaining timbers. Car alarms were 
sounding as tiles and pieces of the roof rained down throughout the rest of the square. 

"Somebody might need help," Ben Wilbrahams said. "I'm going down there." 

Mrs. Burrows was scanning the pavement in front of the house. "I don't think anyone's been 
hurt. But what in God's name could have done that?" she asked, noticing that the blast had 
shattered a pane in one of her windows. 

"I don't know. Perhaps a gas leak," Ben Wilbrahams replied, slipping on his jacket as police 
and ambulance sirens sounded in the distance. 


x x % xX xX 


"I don't get it," Dr. Burrows had been saying to Drake. "With what you know about the Styx 
and the Colony, you could give the whole game away. Why don't you just go to the authorities?" 

"You really aren't grasping the scale of it, are you, Doc? The wolf is inside the house, and 
has been for centuries," Drake replied. "They've got their claws into people at all levels of the 
police and the Government." 

"Then go straight to the newspapers, and make them run the story," Dr. Burrows suggested. 
"Make it all public." 

"It's been tried. Any proof mysteriously goes missing, and people end up getting killed," 
Drake said. "Good people." 

At that moment there was a tremendous explosion. Will and Dr. Burrows jumped to their 
feet. They could see that an area of the night sky was suffused with light. 

"Is that coming from Martineau Square?" Dr. Burrows asked. 

"Yes, I rigged a grenade on the door into the duct," Drake told him. 

As the light faded away and the sky was returned to darkness, there was a quaver in Dr. 
Burrows' voice. "But... you can't go around blowing things up... this is Highfield... this is 
London... not some war zone." 

"No, it's a war zone," Drake said. 
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Drake took Will and Dr. Burrows to a rather drab semi-detached house in a neighboring 
borough. Although it was a short journey, Will and his father were both so exhausted that the 
motion of the vehicle had lulled them to sleep. They came to as Drake parked the car behind a 
tall hedge. There were no lights on in the property as he shepherded them inside. The interior 
was dirty with only a stained carpet and a few articles of battered furniture. 

"You don't live here, do you?" Dr. Burrows asked, a little taken aback as he dragged himself 
lethargically into the scruffy sitting room and dumped his kitbag on the floor. 

"I don't live anywhere," Drake said, already making towards the door. "It's just somewhere 
for tonight. There are blankets and a sleeping bag on the sofa, and you'll find food in the fridge." 

"Want some help?" Will volunteered, through a gaping yawn. 

"No, that's fine, thanks. I'm going to call in an old favor and get the contents of these phials 
checked." Drake said, parting his jacket pocket. 

"But after everything that's happened, is this place safe?" Dr. Burrows exhaled as he flopped 
down on the sofa. 

Drake nodded. "Yes, it's all right for a while. Just keep the curtains closed," he said. He 
was about to leave when he clicked his fingers. "Will, while I think of it, give me some of that 
plant... what was it called? ...Aniseed..." 

"Aniseed Fire,” Will reminded him. 

"Aniseed Fire," Drake repeated. "I'll get it analyzed at the same time." 

"Right," Will said, frowning because he wasn't sure why Drake should consider it important. 
He began to unpack his rucksack, careful to put the carton of ammunition for his pistol out of his 
father's sight. Then he pulled out the night vision device. 

Drake smiled. "Ah, there's an old friend — my spare headset. Did Elliott give you that?" 

"Yes, but it's stopped working." 

Has the element been exposed to bright light?" 

Will shook his head. "No, nothing like that. I didn't use it for a few weeks, and when I tried 
it again, it was completely dead," he said as he untangled the lead from around the headband to 
which the flip-down lens was attached. 

"Let me take a look," Drake said, and Will handed it to him before resuming on his rucksack 
again. He'd just fished out some sprigs of Aniseed Fire when he spotted something in the bottom 
of his pack. "What an idiot Iam!" he cried. 

He plucked his camera out and swiveled to his father. "I totally forgot my camera!" 

Dr. Burrows sluggishly raised his head. "Your what?" 

"My camera! I took some pictures of the Colony and the Deeps, but more importantly... 
some of them are of the pages from your journal. I finished the last of the roll at Martha's shack, 
and I'm sure your drawing of the Burrows Stone is on it." 

Dr. Burrows took a second to grasp what Will was saying, then he leapt to his feet. "Will..." 
He almost couldn't talk, he was so overjoyed. "You really are a genius!" he laughed. "Well, a 
dimwit for not remembering until now, but a genius all the same." 

"Can we get them developed?" Will asked Drake. "And blown up?" 

"I should think so," Drake replied. "Anything else I can do for you? Want your combats 
pressed and your shoes shined?" he smirked. 

After Drake had gone, Will made a beeline for the fridge and helped himself to a couple of 
sandwiches, and swigged milk from one of the cartons. He returned to the sitting room to find his 
father was ensconced on the sofa, a blanket spread over his legs as he examined the stone tablets 
in his lap. "I might just make sense of these yet, Will," he said. 

"Good night, then, Dad," Will grumbled, surveying the floor. 


Will and Dr. Burrows slept well into the next morning, and were woken by Drake's return. 

"Bacon rolls," he said, putting a paper bag and three polystyrene cups on the table. 

"Groovy," Will said, worming his way out of his sleeping bag. As he padded barefoot to the 
table, he suddenly remembered the reason Drake had gone off the previous evening. "Did you get 
the phials tested?" 

Drake looked done in as he blew on his tea and Will wondered if he'd got any sleep at all. 
"No, it'll take a few days," he answered. 

Dr. Burrows appeared beside Will, dipping into the paper bag for a bacon roll, which he 
immediately began to wolf down. "Any joy with the photographs?" he asked. 

Drake handed him a packet. "Ten by eights — hope they'll do you?" 

In a mad rush, Dr. Burrows tore the packet open and rifled through the prints, sorting out 
any that were of his journal. He stopped suddenly, bending his head to study one of them more 
closely. "Yes," he muttered, sticking his head even closer to it. "Yes!" he said again, holding up 
the photograph of the Burrows Stone so Will could see it. Without a word of thanks to Drake, he 
retired to the sofa with the print and the remainder of his bacon roll. "With a magnifying glass, 
this might just do it," he mumbled. 

"I suppose you want me to go out and buy you one of those too?" Drake asked. 

"Yes, soon as you can," Dr. Burrows replied, completely engrossed in the photograph. "And 
some pencils and more paper." 

"Your wish is my command," Drake said sarcastically. 

Will began to examine the photographs his father had discarded on the table. The 
uppermost one had been taken in the Jerome house — it was of Cal sitting on his bed with a big 
smile on his face. It was difficult for Will to look at it, and he quickly moved on to the next. It 
was of the street in the Quarter on that day so long ago when he and Chester had first gone down 
the tunnel under his house. Then in the next photograph the entire frame seemed to be filled with 
a single giant eye. Will chuckled, then stopped himself. "I shouldn't laugh," he said. 

"What's so funny?" Drake asked, leaning forward so he could see the print. 

"The Second Officer. I used the camera flash to blind him when I got Chester out of the 
Hold." 

"No, I really do need a magnifying glass," Dr. Burrows suddenly piped up from the sofa. 
"And what day is today?" he demanded. 

"Friday," Drake replied. 

"Will Celia be at work?" 

"Yes," Drake answered. 

"Then I'm going to see her tomorrow when she's home, and you're not going to get in my 
way this time," he announced defiantly. 

"I wouldn't dream of it, Doc," Drake said. "But I thought you might want to go this 
evening?" 

"No, tomorrow will be fine," Dr. Burrows replied, whistling through his teeth and already 
beginning to make some noises as he glanced from the photograph to one of the stone tablets, and 
back again. It was obvious where his priorities lay. 

"Busy, busy, busy," Drake said, opening a newspaper and reading it. 


x x x x x 


"I've done it," Dr. Burrows bellowed the next morning. Will had been catnapping on the 
floor as his father rushed over to him. He was clutching a sheaf of pages, which he shook in 
Will's face. "I've got my route — now I just need to find the starting point." 

"My route?" Will asked. "You said my route." 


"I... of course, I meant our route," Dr. Burrows said shiftily. "Hey, Drake!" he called. "I 
want to see my wife now." 

Drake wandered in from the next room, rattling his car keys. "Let's go then," he said. 

As they stepped outside the house the morning sun was so fierce that Will and his father 
were forced to shield their eyes. 

"Takes a bit of getting used to again," Drake commented as he unlocked the car and they got 
in. 

"I've never got used to it," Will complained. 

Drake made a call on his mobile. "Fine," he said, as he rang off. He turned to Dr. Burrows 
who was sitting beside him in the front of the car. "She's over at Wilbraham's place." 

"She's what?" Dr. Burrows exploded. "You have to take me there! Right this moment!" 

"Sure, Doc," Drake replied, then took a pair of sunglasses from the glove compartment. 
"Put these on. Don't forget the police would be very interested if anyone clocked you. And if the 
police get you, then so do the White Necks." He adjusted the rear-view mirror so he could see 
Will in it. "And keep your head down in the back." 


x x xX x x 


Even before the car had come to a stop outside the Victorian house, Dr. Burrows had leapt 
from it and was running up the front steps. He hammered on the door until a bemused Ben 
Wilbrahams opened it. Dr. Burrows barged him aside and went in. 

"Do you think this is such a good idea?" Will asked Drake from the back seat. 

"Apart from knocking your father out cold, I'm not sure what I could have done to stop 
him," Drake replied, scanning the street ahead. 

Less than a minute later, Dr. Burrows stormed out, Mrs. Burrows in hot pursuit. 

"It's Mum!" Will told Drake in an excited voice as he slid across the back seat to get a better 
view of her. "Wow — the new streamlined Mum! She looks really different... she looks great!" 
Will could hear his mother's tirade through Drake's open window. "But she doesn't sound very 
happy." 

"Think you can just turn up, the skip off again? Where've you been all this time? Where are 
the children? ... Where are Will and Rebecca? What have you bloody done with them?" she was 
shouting furiously at Dr. Burrows, following him as he thundered back towards the car. Ben 
Wilbrahams came to the front door, but made no move to go after her. 

Will got out of the car. "Mum! Mum!" he yelled. 

Mrs. Burrows stopped on the spot, her mouth clamping shut. She looked stunned. Then she 
dashed over to Will and threw her arms around him. 

"Jesus Christ! I didn't believe him! You are here!" she cried. 

Will was completely taken aback by this extravagant display of affection as he squeezed him 
tight. The old Mrs. Burrows was remote and uninterested. Not only did his mother look like a 
completely different person, she was behaving like one, too. 

Dr. Burrows had already got back into the front seat as Drake leant out of his window to 
speak to Will and his mother. 

"We can't hang around here." 

"Who's this?" Mrs. Burrows demanded as she eyed Drake suspiciously. "Is this the man 
who kidnapped—?" 

"No, he saved my life, Mum," Will said, cutting her short. 

"Get in, both of you!" Drake snapped. "This is no place for family reunions." 

Drake drove them out of London and deep into the countryside. The bright sunlight 
flickered through the car windows making Will blink as he talked non-stop to his mother. Except 
for the occasional gasp, she listened intently without interrupting him. But she couldn't keep 


quiet when Will told her of Rebecca and the Styx's cruelty, and how it had been revealed at the 
Pore that, all along, there had been two Rebeccas. 

"My Rebecca... two of her... liars... murderers? No! How can that be?" she said in a 
strained voice as she flitted between disbelief and acceptance. 

Finally, when Will paused to take a drink of water, Mrs. Burrows let out a long breath, and 
glanced at her husband in the front seat, who was maintaining a stony silence, his arms crossed 
belligerently across his chest. 

"Unless you've all gone completely mad, and this far-fetched story is something you've 
dreamt up between you, I have to assume it's all true," she said, then frowned. "It isn't some crazy 
stunt you're trying to pull on me, is it?" 

"Oh, dear me, she's seen through us, Will," Dr. Burrows declared, his voice dripping with 
sarcasm. 

"What did you say?" Mrs. Burrows asked, although there was no way she could have missed 
it. 

"Yes, it's all a complete fiction. I went to Disneyland for five months while you flogged my 
house and made a new friend," he said. 

Will noticed Mrs. Burrows' eyes had narrowed to slits, and knew that it wasn't a good sign. 
He was right. She clenched her fist and, without any warning, she leant forward and swung at the 
back of Dr. Burrows head, nearly knocking his glasses off. "You stupid sod!" she shrieked. She 
struck him again, this time precisely on the small balding patch on the top of his scalp. 

"Hey, come on, you two!" Drake said, the vehicle swerving as he tried to shield Dr. Burrows 
from any further blows. "Not in the car, and not in front of Will." 

"What was that for?" Dr. Burrows bleated as he rubbed his head. 

"What was that for?" Mrs. Burrows repeated twice in quick succession. "You selfish, selfish 
creep! You swan off on some half-baked frolic without a by-your-leave to anyone, and get my 
son and his friend stuck right in the middle of all this! They might have been killed!" 

"Mum, please," Will appealed to her. "He wasn't to know what would happen." 

"Really," she muttered, unconvinced. No one spoke after that, looking at the countryside as 
it rolled past them. Drake eventually turned into a single-track lane, lined on both sides by wild 
hedgerows. They drove through a ford, then several kilometers later Drake slowed to take the car 
into a field. Will saw they were at the bottom of an incline covered in lush grass. 

As they all got out of the car, Mrs. Burrows collared her husband. "You... you're coming 
with me!" she ordered, grabbing him with such ferocity he cowered. Will made a move to go 
with them, but Drake headed him off. 

"Let them talk," he suggested. 

Will watched as Mrs. Burrows frog marched his father up the grassy incline. He looked like 
a man being led to his execution. Although Will couldn't hear what his mother was saying, her 
head was moving as if she was in full flow. "I feel sorry for him," Will said. "The last time they 
were together in Highfield, before all this started, they had a flaming row. Dad was trying to tell 
her where he was going, but she wasn't interested — she was too tied up with what was on TV. 
That was all she ever did... watch TV." 

Drake and Will strolled over to the shade of a large oak tree and Drake sat down at its base, 
using its thick trunk as a backrest. "My parents never once exchanged an angry word in all the 
time they were together. Not once," he said. "They bottled it all up, and I always reckon that's 
why my old man died so young." He tipped his head towards where Dr. and Mrs. Burrows were 
gesticulating wildly at each other on the top of the hill. "At least yours have got some life left in 
them." Selecting a couple of fallen branches, he took out his knife and began to strip off the bark, 
then whittled them to sharpen the ends. Will leant on a low branch and watched him. When 
Drake had finished, he put his knife away, and examined the clean white wood he'd exposed. 
"What do you get if you rub two Styx together?” he posed, tapping a couple of the smaller 
branches against each other. 


"I don't know?" Will asked. 

"Fire and brimstone," Drake replied. "That was something they used to say in the 
Rookeries... and how right it turned out to be. They certainly got their fire. Poor sods." Will saw 
Drake's eyes were unfocused as he stared past the branches and at the ground. 

"Those sticks remind me of when we were on the island," Will said. "Elliott barbecued us an 
Anomolocaris — she called it Night Crab — and some Devil's Toenails." 

"My favorites," Drake said distantly. 

"We were eating live fossils," Will reflected. He chuckled with the strangeness of it all, then 
he too became thoughtful. 

"It's good to be away from the darkness and the damp — even if it's just for a while. It's 
funny but it all seems ages ago now." Letting his eyelids slide shut, he angled his face to catch 
the warm rays filtering through the leaf canopy, and filled his lungs with the fresh air. "I dreamt 
about a place like this when I was in the Deeps. There was long grass, wispy clouds and it was 
weird because there was someone with me in the dream — a girl — but I don't know who she 
was. I never saw here face." 

"Elliott?" Drake inquired gently. 

"Hah!" Will exclaimed. "That's hardly likely." 

"I wouldn't say that. She's very fond of you, you know." 

Will laughed. "Well, she's got a funny way of showing it." 

"That's girls — women — for you," Drake said, joining in with Will's laughter. "I now you 
fell out big time after that patrol on the Great Plain, but she respected you for standing up to her." 

Just then, Will and Drake heard raised voices behind them. 

Mrs. Burrows was marching towards the tree, Dr. Burrows trailing behind her. She was 
shouting stridently. "Will! Will, come here! We need to speak to you." 

Before he went to meet them, Will whispered to Drake, "Looks like I'm wanted." 

"It's nice to be wanted," Drake replied with a nod. 

His parents came to a stop under the other side of the tree. Mrs. Burrows' face was flushed 
and angry, while Dr. Burrows just looked at his feet, browbeaten. 

"Your father and I have talked things over, and we've decided we're not going back to how 
we were before," Mrs. Burrows declared. 

"No, we're not," Dr. Burrows said emphatically, still examining his feet. 

"Okay," Will said, wondering where this was leading. 

"Your father thinks he has unfinished business underground, and he's going to return there 
as soon as he can — by himself, that is." 

"No—!" Will began, but his mother spoke over him. 

"And we've decided that you're going to stay with me," she announced. 

"Forget it," Will growled. "I'm going back for Chester and Elliott. You can't tell me what to 
do, any more! You've got no idea what—" 

"We can find somewhere well away from these Styx people. Maybe down on the coast... 
Brighton would—" 

"No way!" Will screamed. "Brighton? Are you on drugs or something? They'll find us 
there in two seconds." 

Mrs. Burrows bristled. "Don't you dare talk to—!" 

This time it was Drake's turn to interrupt. "It's not quite as simple as that, Mrs. Burrows." 
He touched the top of his head in what was clearly some kind of signal, and a man stepped out 
from the hedgerow at the bottom of the field. He advanced towards them in rapid, easy strides. 

"Who's he? And what's he doing sneaking around here?" Mrs. Burrows demanded. 

"He's been with us all the time, and you can call him Leatherman," Drake said. 

"I don't care if he's the King of the Faeries," she snorted. "Where's he from?" 

"He's originally from Fiji. He was in my unit for a while." 


"What — an army unit or something?" Mrs. Burrows hissed, her lip curling viciously as she 
became increasingly angry. Will took a step away from her, worried that she might be about to 
start throwing punches again. 

Drake shook his head. "I suppose you could say that we worked for the Government, in a 
sort of unofficially official capacity, until the relationship was disrupted by our dear friends, the 
Styx. That's all you need to know," he said flatly. 

The man drew alongside Drake and stood as if waiting for an order. A full head taller than 
Drake, he looked about as solid as the trunk of the old oak tree. His short-cut hair was black, and 
he had a well-trimmed moustache. His skin was burnished, as if he spent all his life in the open, 
and as Will thought to himself how much it resembled old, tanned hide, the wry suggestion 
occurred to him that his name was very apt. The man was dressed in a knee-length Barbour coat 
and jeans, and as he reacted to a nod from Drake and opened his coat, Will caught a glimpse of a 
stubby looking weapon suspended at his side. 

"Assault rifle?" the boy asked. 

The man paused to give Will a friendly smile. "Sawn-off 12-gauge," he said, tugging 
something from an inside pocket. It was some sort of camera. 

"You were saying,” Mrs. Burrows snapped at Drake, clearly not the slightest bit impressed 
by the newcomer's abrupt appearance or the fact he was armed. 

Drake took the camera from Leatherman and flipped open the small screen on the side. 

"So, tell me, why can't I take Will off somewhere, away from all this nonsense?" Mrs. 
Burrows asked impatiently. 

"Because of this," Drake said, holding the screen so she could see it. 

"Ben? Is that Ben?" she asked. Grabbing the camera from Drake, she peered at the screen 
as the piece of green-tinted film played back. "It is — you've been snooping on Ben! You've got 
no right to do that!" 

Will managed to see the screen, although his mother's hands were shaking as she held the 
camera. It wasn't only Mrs. Burrows' friend in the picture — he was with two thick-set men in 
flat caps and wearing dark glasses. And then the screen went blank for an instant and another clip 
started in which Will could Ben Wilbrahams with a single Styx. "So, no question that he's an 
agent?" he said. 

"None. And apologies for the poor quality," Leatherman said, as if it really mattered. "The 
meetings were held at night and I couldn't risk getting any closer." 

Mrs. Burrows gave Drake a half shrug. "So some people approached Ben. What does that 
prove? These might have been chance meetings — they could've gone up to anyone," she 
burbled. 

"On six different occasions? In isolated locations?" Leatherman said pithily. "I don't think 
so, sister." 

"Im not your sister, Mr. Leathersoles or whatever your name is," Mrs. Burrows spat, then 
peered at the screen again, shaking her head. It was obvious that she wasn't convinced by the 
films. "Tell me — precisely when were these filmed?" she asked. 

"I told you — on six different occasions, and all at night time. The first surveillance was 
just after you went back to Wilbrahams house — the evening the Colonists were pursuing you." 

"Mum?" Will began with a look of concern. 

"You went back to his house?" Dr. Burrows said. "At night?" 

Mrs. Burrows gave her husband a frosty look, then closed the small screen and threw the 
camera back to Drake with unnecessary force. He caught it in one hand. "So if this is all true, 
you've known about Ben for a while, haven't you?" she accused Drake. 

"We had our suspicions," he said. 

"And still you let him see my husband and son. You let Roger blunder in to get me, so Ben 
would know he and Will are back in Highfield." 


Drake nodded. "The Styx knew already, but, yes, I took a calculated risk in allowing the 
Doc to show himself, because I need to lure the Styx out into the open." 

"But why?" Will asked him. 

Leatherman took over. He raised his hand, the two phials dangling from his fingers by their 
cords. ‘because we drew a blank on these. You've been had, Will. One's full of Ultra Bug, and 
the other's the vaccine for it. I'm sorry to tell you there isn't a trace of the new virus, not in either 
of them." 

"Oh, God... no Dominion virus," Will gasped. "So it was a lie right from the very start, and 
they even kept it going when they said they wanted the phials back at the submarine. Do those 
evil little cows ever stop playing their stupid tricks?" 

Leatherman addressed Mrs. Burrows. "It doesn't make any difference whether the Styx 
know your husband's Topsoil or not, your days are numbered anyway." 

"Huh?" she said, not looking quite so sure of herself now. 

"You would have disappeared before long — you've been digging too deep... if you'll 
excuse the pun," he said without any hint of humor. "But now you've had contact with the Doc 
and Will, they'll assume you know everything they know, so you're marked. You've got no 
option — you've got to run. But you don't have the know-how to keep ahead of the Styx and, 
believe me, they're good. They will catch up with you and kill you. It's only a matter of time." 
He retrieved the camera from Drake and put it back in his jacket. "That's the way the cookie 
crumbles, sister." 

"So you may as well take your chances underground, all three of you," Drake said bluntly. 

"Underground?" Mrs. Burrows echoed, a look of horror spreading across her face. "Me?" 

"Great," Will piped up, with a glance at his father. "That's exactly what we wanted, isn't it, 
Dad... to go back." 

"Shut up, Will," Mrs. Burrows murmured, in evident distress for the way she was trembling. 

"No. Will's right," Drake said. "If he and the Doc were able to hike themselves out of the 
Pore, then there's every chance the Rebecca twins might do the same. Sure, they could already be 
dead, but somebody's got to make sure. If they survived Elliott's explosion, they've still got the 
real Dominion virus on them. And we can't risk that." He looked into the middle distance, as if a 
thought had just occurred to him. "However, there might be something you could do for me up 
here, Celia." 

"What?" she croaked. 

"Well, you're not really cut out for all that grubbing around underground, are you?" he 
asked. 

Mrs. Burrows blanched, and as she tottered on her feet, Will thought she was about to faint. 


Part Six 


Departure 
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In the Little Chef, Will and his father sat on one side of the table, Drake and Mrs. Burrows 
on the other. Their food had arrived but Mrs. Burrows hadn't touched hers. She'd pushed it away 
from her and instead stared at the motorway through the window, watching the endless stream of 
cars. 

Drake had told them that when they were finished eating he was going to drive Will and Dr. 
Burrows back to Norfolk, and Leatherman — although he was nowhere to be seen — would be 
taking Mrs. Burrows to London. So this was to be the parting of the ways, the final meal before 
they went on their separate paths. 

At other tables lone truck drivers sat eating in silence, and a young couple with their noisy 
infant in a high chair were in a far corner. There was a loud crash as one of the waitresses 
dropped a pile of plates, and Mrs. Burrows recoiled. It didn't take much to see her nerves were 
strained to the breaking point. She hastily took a sip of water, her hand shaking as she replaced 
the glass on the table. 

"You had to meddle in things you didn't understand, didn't you? If you'd left well enough 
alone, none of this would have happened," she said quietly. 

"Who... me?" Dr. Burrows asked, his fork poised in front of him. 

"Who d'you bloody think?" she replied bitterly. 

"Please don't start whacking him again," Will said, giving her a wary glance as he pulled his 
bowl of chips towards him. 

Mrs. Burrows rested her head in her hands and sighed. "No, Will, I haven't got the energy to 
do any more of that." She looked up at him. "And it really doesn't matter about your father or 
me. We've already had most of our lives and made a God-awful mess of them. But you're young. 
You've got everything ahead of you. I'm so sorry, Will." She reached out a hand and squeezed 
his forearm. "I'm so sorry you've been dragged into the middle of all this." 

Will wiped tomato ketchup from the corner of his mouth. "Mum, I am the middle of all this. 
There was always a chance my real..." He tailed off. 

"Your real mother," Mrs. Burrows helped him out. 

"Yes... a chance that Sarah Jerome would show up again. It's what the Styx were trying to 
make happen." He picked up a chip with his fingers and chewed it slowly. "And I was a problem 
for them, too. I'd have been grabbed or killed at some point, anyway." Will glanced sideways at 
Drake. "Isn't that right?" 

Drake put down his cup of coffee and nodded. "They play the long game. They would've 
tidied up sooner or later," he agreed. 

The infant began to howl, its ear-piercing shrieks making the truck drivers shift in their 
chairs and grumble under their breath as if they'd just been roused from a very deep sleep. 

"I can't stand this," Mrs. Burrows said suddenly, rising to her feet. "I'm going." 

"Once you're outside, walk towards the filling station. Leatherman will pull up beside you 
in a white van. Get into it," Drake told her. 

"So be it," Mrs. Burrows said. 

Dr. Burrows and Will also stood up. 

Mrs. Burrows offered her hand, and after a split second of hesitation, Dr. Burrows took it 
and they shook. 


"Good luck," Mrs. Burrows said. 

"Good luck to you, too," Dr. Burrows replied, then promptly sat down again. 

It was such a formal act, as if two strangers were bidding each other farewell, that Will 
didn't know what he should be doing. 

He hovered in front of his chair, then Mrs. Burrows stepped round the end of the table to 
him. "Come here, you," she said, taking him in her arms. She was crying, and it was all Will 
could do to stop himself from crying too. She carried on hugging him, as if she didn't want to let 
go. 

"Take care, Will. Always remember I love you," she finally said in not much more than a 
croak, and strode towards the exit, wiping her eyes. 

"I love you too, Mum," he said, but she was through the door and outside in the car park, 
striding quickly away. 

Will sat down heavily in his chair. He glanced at his remaining chips, then looked away 
from them. He couldn't remember the last time his mother had spoken to him with such affection, 
or said those words to him. He knew she must have done when he was younger, but he couldn't 
remember a single occasion. As the infant in the corner of the room shrieked again, he was hit by 
the realization that it had taken all the nightmarish events to clear away the chaff which had been 
their Topsoil lives, and reveal how his mother really felt about him. And how he felt about her. 

He was overcome both by a sense of moment, and a sense of aching loss. 

As the waitress came with his order of ice cream, three dollops of chocolate, strawberry and 
vanilla, he stuck a spoonful into his mouth, more as a diversion than anything else because he 
didn't want his father or Drake to see him choking back his emotion. But the taste of the ice 
cream just made it worse — a far-off taste of childhood, of lost years. He got up from the table 
and tore towards the door, wanting to speak to his mother one last time before she went. 

But once he was outside, he couldn't see her, or the van Drake had said would be picking her 
up. He ran over to the filling station to check if his mother was there, then he came back to the 
Little Chef, where he desperately searched the car park. But again there was no sign of her. He 
was too late. 

Drake and his father would be waiting for him in the restaurant but, at that moment, Will felt 
too upset to face them. Instead, in a corner of the car park, he ducked behind a large rubbish bin 
on wheels where no one would be able to see him. He looked up into the sky and cried and cried. 


x x x x x 


By late afternoon, they arrived at the perimeter of the old airfield. Drake steered the Range 
Rover into a side track and stopped. Will was sitting up front with Drake, while Dr. Burrows was 
stretched out on the back seat. Will and Drake could hear his steady breathing as he slept. 

"Are you okay with everything, Will?" Drake asked him in a quiet voice. 

"I think so." 

"Once you're back down, your first priority is to link up with Elliott," Drake said. 

"I'd do that anyway," Will put in. "And Chester." 

"Yes, of course you would. But when you find her, brief her on what I want done. We have 
to be certain the Rebecca twins and their remaining Limiter aren't still operative, and that any risk 
of the Dominion virus resurfacing has been neutralized. You, Elliott and Chester have to do 
whatever it takes. Don't let anything get in your way." He stopped speaking as Dr. Burrows 
stirred in his sleep and made some snorting noises. "Or anyone," Drake told Will, and glanced at 
Dr. Burrows on the back seat to emphasize who he was referring to. Then he sighed. "I'd be 
coming with you, but there are a few things I have to see through up here." 

Will nodded as Drake continued. 

"And afterwards, if you, Chester and Elliott decide to return Topsoil, I'm sure we can work 
something out. I can't say it will be easy for any of you, but—" 


"Thanks," Will said, not needing to hear the rest. "But what about Dad?" he asked. 

"I get the feeling he wants to be as far away from the surface as he can get, after the way 
things have turned out with your mum. I don't think he's planning on coming back for quite some 
time." Drake consulted his watch. "Right, we'd better rouse Sleeping Beauty so we can get the 
gear sorted out, and you on your way again." 


x xX x x x 


On the open tailgate of the Range Rover, Drake checked that they had everything they 
needed for the trip. He'd brought large military rucksacks for Will and his father, which he 
referred to as Bergens, each holding considerably more than the one Will had been using. 

"And now we get on to the interesting stuff," Drake announced. He pulled a holdall on to 
the tailgate and unzipped it. "Here's the headset, Will. It's fully functional again." 

"What was wrong with it?" Will asked. 

Drake showed him where there was a ring of plastic heat-wrapped around his repair to the 
lead. "Someone made a tiny incision to sever the circuit. No way was this from wear and tear — 
it was tampered with." 

"Rebecca One," Will said slowly. "Bloody hell!" She must have nobbled both my headset 
and the rifle scope. Chester was dead right to suspect she'd done it. The twin obviously didn't 
want us to spot that a Limiter was following us!" 

"You got it," Drake said, then yanked out a box of what appeared to contain aerosol cans, 
although they were plain grey and without any markings. "We ran some tests on the sample of 
Aniseed Fire and found that on oxidation it releases large amounts of N,N-Diethyl-meta- 
toluamide." 

"That's easy for you to say!" Will laughed. 

"DEET, for short. It's a common garden insect repellent, but the stuff in those aerosols is 
industrial strength. Handy if you come under attack. You could also try spraying you clothes and 
kit with it. Should keep the spiders at arm's length, and your friends too. Just avoid getting it on 
your skin. Understood?" 

"Got it," Will said. 

"And the fuel for the outboard?" Dr. Burrows chirped up. 

"All in good time, Doc — I'm not finished yet." Drake held the holdall open so Will could 
see what else was init. "I've given you some climbing ropes. And because you're so fond of your 
fireworks, I've stuck some emergency flares in here too, along with some other goodies." Drake 
pulled a third Bergen towards them and undid the top. 

"Explosives," Will said, recognizing the canisters that Drake and Elliott used in the Deeps. 

"With one difference — it's not my homebrew in them this time, but C4... plastic explosive. 
This lot is for Elliott, but you have to tell her to be careful how she sets these babies because 
they're more potent than anything she's used before. And last, but not least," he announced, and 
lifted out a shiny black plastic box from a side pocket of the third Bergen. It was the size of a 
pack of playing cards and had a length of wire trailing from it. "This is a radio beacon," he said, 
then lifted up the wire so Will and Dr. Burrows could see it. "It puts out a radio signal called 
VLF, with stands for Very Low Frequency. The technology is still in its infancy and nobody 
knows the extent of its effective range yet, but leave these at strategic points on your route, and 
it'll help you find your way round." 

"Like Hansel and Gretel leaving a trail of breadcrumbs in the woods," Dr. Burrows 
commented wryly. 

"Something like that, but these are digital breadcrumbs with twenty-year batteries. I've 
given you fifteen beacons and a couple of trackers," Drake said then swung round to face Dr. 
Burrows. "And your spare fuel is already in place for you," Doc. [had Leatherman move in at 
night and stow it by the quayside for you, next to the kit you left there." 


"He found his way down there, just like that?" Dr. Burrows asked, amazed. 

Drake retied the top of the Bergen and slid it towards Will. "We're not amateurs, you 
know," he said. 

"No, clearly not," Dr. Burrows sniffed, disgruntled. "You've got access to weapons, labs for 
viral analysis, cutting-edge night vision equipment, and other technology the likes of which I've 
never seen before. Just who the hell are you?" he demanded. "You haven't told us." 

"Ever heard of the Illuminati?" Drake said. 

"Of course I have — the German secret society from the eighteenth century," Dr. Burrows 
answered with great authority, throwing a sidelong glance at his son to see if he was impressed. 

"You got it — the Illuminati were founded by Adam Weishaupt in 1776 in Bavaria," Drake 
said, then inhaled deeply. "Well, I suppose you might say we have vague parallels with them. 
We're a clandestine network of scientists, military personnel and a handful of people in senior 
government. But unlike the Illuminati, we didn't come together for sinister purposes — far from 
it — we have a common and single goal, to try to fight the Styx any way we can." 

"That doesn't help me very much." 

Drake gave Dr. Burrows a wink and lowered his voice to a theatrical whisper. "It's not 
meant to." 
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The launch was carried along at some speed by the river, needing little assistance from the 
outboard, except when Will blipped the throttle to keep them to the middle of the channel. And 
although Dr. Burrows had taken up position at the bow, Will now had the use of his headset and 
didn't really need any guidance on what lay ahead. 

They sailed right past the first refueling station, but stopped at the second one to dry 
themselves out and get some rest. They had something to eat, choosing a curry from the 
impressive selection of lightweight rations Drake had provided for them. 

As they lounged around after the meal, warming their hands by the petrol stove, Will turned 
to his father. 

"Once we got Topsoil, you didn't have any intention of bringing me back here, did you?" he 
accused him. "You were going to dump me on Mum, so I wasn't around your neck. In fact, that's 
the only reason you wanted to go home, isn't it? You wanted me off your hands. You lied to me, 
plain and simple. It's that white-mice thing again, isn't it?" 

Dr. Burrows closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them again. "It was for your own 
good, Will. I was trying to do what was best for you." 

Will gave his father a withering look. "And yesterday you were more interested in working 
on your precious tablets than seeing poor old Mum. You don't give a damn about her any more, 
do you?" 

"How can I put this, Will?" Dr. Burrows’ voice was strained as he tried to explain himself. 
"It's a bit like my job in the museum. I had to do it because I needed to bring in enough money to 
keep us all afloat, but it was never me. All the time I knew I could do something better... 
something exceptional. And sometimes relationships — marriages — are the same. People stay 
with what they've got, although, underneath, they're not really happy. I'm sorry to say that your 
mother and I had grown apart. You must have seen it." 

"But it doesn't need to be like that,” Will threw back at him, becoming very upset. "You 
don't just give up. You didn't try hard enough!" 

"Im trying right now," Dr. Burrows replied. "I'm trying to do something to make people 
proud of me. I'm trying to make you proud of me." 

"Don't bother," Will grunted disdainfully, pulling his jacket collar up around his neck and 
crossing his arms over his chest. 


They both slept, and barely spoke to each other as they climbed back into the launch to 
continue their journey. Again they skipped a refueling point, knowing that if they made a push 
for it and kept going, they should arrive back in the underground harbor in under twenty-four 
hours. 

And so, after a day and a half of traveling, the barrier across the channel which housed the 
hydroelectric turbines loomed in front of them. Will was at the prow but due to his fatigue, he 
wasn't as alert as he should have been. He only spotted it at the last moment, shouting a warning 
to his father. It didn't give Dr. Burrows much time to maneuver. He had to open the throttle fully 
in order to power them around the corner and into the harbor. He clipped the wall of the archway 
as he went, splintering the top of the hull. But the damage wasn't serious and, now in the calm 
waters, he finally cut the engine and they coasted slowly towards the pier. 

The brightness of the overhead lights making him squint, Will grabbed hold of a bollard, 
then leapt from the boat and onto the pier in a single effortless bound. 

"Bet you're happier now you've got your super-powers back," Dr. Burrows laughed, trying 
his best to relieve the tension between them. "Let's unload all the kit, and then get ourselves dry." 


"Dad," Will began, as he squatted at the side of the pier. He might still be angry with his 
father, but he knew he had to get on with him if they were going to achieve anything. "We've 
come all this way again, but we don't really have any sort of plan, do we?" 

"Sure we do. I've got a set of directions, which are almost complete," Dr. Burrows 
countered. 

"but you still don't have any idea where the map starts from." 

"The tablets say the route begins in the place with the falling sea, and by the single stone, if 
my translation is accurate. And that's likely to be somewhere near the sub, because I believe that 
"single stone" could be the one in the submariner's photograph. And also you think brine — sea 
water — is falling down the inside of the void. Sounds promising to me." 

"Fine, but the submarine's not there anymore, now Elliott's blown a big part of the void to 
smithereens, and before I do anything else I'm going to find my friends. And then I need to make 
sure the Rebecca twins and the Limiter are out of action." 

Dr. Burrows looked up at Will on the pier and took a deep breath. "Then we've got an awful 
lot to do," he said. 


Drake held back at the bottom of the steps as Mrs. Burrows knocked on Ben Wilbrahams' 
front door. He answered, wearing a silk dressing gown and slippers. 

"Celia!" he said with surprise. He moved his glasses from where they were resting on the 
top of his head and put them on properly. "I didn't expect to... see..." His voice petered out as his 
eyes fell on Drake, who was staring coldly at him from the pavement. 

"Let's just drop the pleasantries," Mrs. Burrows said, her voice uncompromising. She thrust 
her hands into her leather jacket and turned her head to regard the street, curling her lip with 
disdain. She didn't bother to look at Ben Wilbrahams as she spoke, as if the sight of him was 
distasteful to her. "Tell your friends we have something they want. We have information about 
the twins and the virus they had with them." 

"My friends? The virus?" Ben Wilbrahams asked. 

"Im not in the mood to dance with you!" Mrs. Burrows barked, only now turning to look at 
him. "So don't waste my time. You know precisely what I'm talking about. I'm prepared to do a 
deal with the Styx. Tell them they can have Dominion and the twins, but in return they're to leave 
me and my family alone. And I'll only do a deal with someone who can give me the right 
assurances, so I want a parley with their Mr. Big." 

Ben Wilbrahams blinked, but didn't say a word. 

"I know precisely what the grey-haired Styx looks like, so tell them not to try to dupe us 
with some dodgy stand in," Drake added. It was an outright lie because he'd only seen the old 
Styx at a great distance, when he was issuing orders by the edge of the Pore. "And they need to 
get their skates on. In forty-eight hours we put the twins out of their misery and incinerate the 
virus." 

Drake held up the two phials so Ben Wilbrahams could see them, then slipped them back 
into his pocket. 

"If the answer's yes," Mrs. Burrows said, pointing to his bras doorknocker, ‘tie your wig to 
that. We'll see it and contact you to arrange where and when." 

Ben Wilbrahams automatically put his hand to the back of his head. "How did you kn—?" 

"Oh, come on, I've seen better rugs down the local flea market," she sneered, then spun on 
her heels and descended the steps. As she and Drake walked away, she called back, "Remember 
— they've got forty-eight hours to get their act together." 


xX x x x xX 


Drake glanced at her as they drove back to the safe house. 

"We didn't rehearse half of what you said to Wilbrahams, but that was perfect. I couldn't 
have done better myself," he congratulated her. "Where did you learn to handle yourself like 
that?" 

"Oh, here and there," she shrugged, peering at a shop window full of televisions as they sped 
past. "But don't you think this is sailing a bit close to the wind? Now we've stirred up the 
hornets' nest, won't they just come at us with all they've got?" 

"Sure they will, but if we can draw their Mr. Big — as you called him — out into the open 
and nab him, that gives us a bargaining chip. At the moment we're playing with an empty hand 
— we don’t have the Dominion virus or the twins, but —" 

"But they don't know that," Mrs. Burrows cut in. "And what happens if they don't want to 
meet us?" 

"Then it will tell us they've already got the virus, and don't need us. Which is the real point 
of the exercise, because then we'll know we're in trouble, serious trouble." 

"I'm with you," Mrs. Burrows said, "but in the meantime I'm the shark bait," or should that 
be Styx bait?" 
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"Drake, it's me. I just want you to know we've reached the deep level shelter," Will said into 
the black telephone in the Radio Operator's booth. As he stopped speaking, he heard a crackle in 
the earpiece, but otherwise there was just silence. "And please can you tell Mum..." Will's voice 
became uneven, and he swallowed hard, "Tell Mum I love her all the world and that I'll see her 
soon." Just as he was replacing the receiver, Dr. Burrows poked his head around the door. 

"I though I heard you talking to someone," he said. "What's going on?" 

"I left a message for Drake," Will replied. 

Dr. Burrows looked disappointed. "You realize that man's just using us — all of us — don't 
you? He's got you scampering around after the twins and the Dominion phials, and God knows 
what he's going to get Celia to do for him. He just uses people for his own questionable ends." 

"Drake's my friend. And if it wasn’t for him you'd be dead by now," Will snapped, ending 
the exchange. 


They spent the next twelve hours sorting out their equipment and getting some sleep. When 
they were finally ready to go, Will and Dr. Burrows pulled the massive door shut behind them, 
then they stopped by the electrical panel. 

Will watched the minute flicking of the needle on the main dial as his father reached for the 
first of the switches and swung it upwards. He did the same for the others, and the harbor was 
once again returned to darkness. 

"Do we really need to power it down?" Will asked. 

"Always leave a place as you'd wish to find it," Dr. Burrows replied. "You never know 
when you might need it again." 

As they stood side by side in the pitch black, the luminescent orb in Will's Styx lantern 
stirred into life, growing in radiance until the sublime green light was pouring through the lens. 

"Here we go again," Will said under his breath as he shone the beam on the back of his 
hand. 

As they exited the building and set off down the quay, they both had the large Bergens on 
their backs, which held considerably more kit than the civilian ones they had been toting around 
before. And despite the fact that Will was lugging two of these rucksacks, one hooked over each 
shoulder, and also had a sizeable holdall, his rifle and the Sten gun with him, the lower 
gravitational pull meant it felt as if he was carrying nothing more than a bag of feathers. 

As he thought about this, he turned to his father. "I've got that sick feeling again." 

"Yes, I noticed you were looking a bit green round the gills. I've got it too, just like when I 
came down the Pore the first tome. Nothing to be concerned about — it's because your gut relies 
on normal gravitational pull to assist it with peristalsis, the mechanism by which the muscles in 
your duodenum ripple and move your chewed-up food down your—" 

"Dad, please, I said I feel sick!" Will moaned, holding a hand to his mouth. 

As they went into the narrow crevasse, Will planted the first of Drakes radio beacons, 
lodging it in a crevice high up in the wall. 

"Breadcrumb number one," he said. 


x x x xX x 


It was late morning and the light streamed into the empty room. Mrs. Burrows was in the 
middle of her yoga routine when she heard Drake calling her from downstairs. She'd been 
missing her almost daily visits to the gym and so this was the best she could do, exercising on the 


floor of one of the bedrooms in the hotel that Drake was using as a safe house for the time being. 
Grabbing her towel and bottle of water, she went out into the corridor and hurried down the flight 
of stairs where Drake and Leatherman were waiting. The hotel lobby was still intact with a 
reception desk and a few tables and chairs arranged around the place. Drake and Leatherman 
were standing just inside the main doorway. 

"Hi guys," Mrs. Burrows greeted them. "What's up?" 

"Baldy Wilbrahams just left his hairpiece on the door knocker," Leatherman said with a 
straight face. 

"He didn't!" Mrs. Burrows said disbelievingly, then burst into a raucous laugh, Drake and 
Leatherman joining in with her. 

Drake held out a mobile phone to her. "Then it's all systems go. You need to call him with 
the time and place," he said quietly. 

Mrs. Burrows stopped laughing as she took the phone. 


xX x x xX x 


As Martha pounded on the door to the barricade of the Wolf Caves, Chester stirred on the 
soft patch of ground where he'd been snoozing. He groaned and heaved himself to his feet, then 
rubbed his back and groaned again. Wiping the side of his face that had been resting in the dirt 
and scooping his long hair back, he grumbled, "I'm a caveman" to himself as he went to the 
entrance. Here he slid out the crossbar from behind the door so Martha could come in. The first 
thing he spotted was Bartleby lolloping around behind her. 

"Keep that bloody moggy away from me," he said in a bad-tempered voice. 

Then he noticed Martha was grinning from ear to ear. 

"We hit the jackpot," she announced gaily. 

He saw what was on the ground beside her and took a step back. 

"Urhhhhh!" 

Steam rose from a dark, matted fleece. It was hard to make out precisely what it was — it 
looked rather like someone had discarded an old furry rug there, until he caught sight of the thick 
snout protruding from it. 

"That's a wolf?" 

"Sure is," Martha said. "Caught it in one of my snares. A real brute — took three shots in 
the back of the head to kill it." 

"Three shots," Chester repeated, not really knowing what he was saying as Martha stooped 
to take hold of a hind leg and began to drag the dead wolf past him. 

Chester watched her, nodding his head. "I am a caveman," he sighed in quiet acquiescence, 
and was about to shut and secure the door again when he remembered Bartleby was still outside. 
The cat's big plate-like eyes were fixed nervously on Chester — the animal knew he wasn't flavor 
of the month. 

With a resentful grunt, Chester waved the cat inside. Bartleby got the message, skulking 
warily past him, then bounding off into the caves after Martha. 

Chester too followed after Martha, and found that she wasn't where he expected her to be, in 
the area with the soft dirt floor that they usually occupied. When he finally caught up with her 
further inside the complex, she was already preparing the carcass and Elliott was watching her 
raptly. 

Martha cut one of the wolf's eyeballs from its socket, made a small incision in it, then put it 
in her mouth. She squeezed it hard, the fluid from the eyeball dribbling down her whiskery chin 
as she drank it. 

"Jesus," Chester said. 

Martha then proceeded to hack the second eyeball out. She also gave it a jab with her knife, 
but this time passed it to Elliott. 


"Good source of fluid," Martha advised Elliott as the girl drank hers. 

"Ohhh!" Chester moaned, sitting down rather suddenly. 

"That's good," Elliott said, then glanced at Chester. "you must try some next time." 

Chester made a gurgling sound, at which Elliott started laughing. It took him a few seconds, 
but then Chester saw the funny side of it, too. He shook his head as Elliott turned her full 
attention on Martha, watching how she was gutting the large beast. 

Elliott's recovery had been nothing short of a miracle. The antibiotics had done the trick and 
she almost appeared to be back to her old self. There was something different about her — 
compared to the taciturn Elliott of the Deeps, Chester had noticed that she was now more 
forthcoming and, even at times, light hearted. 

Perhaps, as Rebecca One had warned might be the case, the fever had 'cooked her brains’. 
But Chester liked to think it was because Elliott was just grateful that he, Will and Martha had 
pulled out all the stops and saved her life. Whatever the reason, she had made the long days 
cooped up in the Wolf Caves bearable for Chester as they chatted together, and played noughts 
and crosses in the dirt on the floor by scratching it with sticks. 

Elliott also talked to Martha for hours, evidently trying to soak up as much local knowledge 
as he could. Elliott had insisted that Martha show her how to prepare spider-monkeys for 
cooking, and became so adept at this that she took over the task each time Martha returned from 
one of her hunting trips. And now she was learning how to prepare a cave wolf. 

There was the most horrific tearing noise as Martha yanked a forelock from the dead beast 
and blood pumped in little spurts from the torso. 

"Martha, why did you come all the way down here?" Chester asked as he turned his head 
away and instead looked around the unfamiliar part of the cave. 

"Because the smell will attract other wolves... and the spiders," Elliott answered, taking the 
severed limb from Martha and placing it on a flat rock. "And if you want to make yourself useful 
why don’t you get a fire going for us?" 

"Sure," Chester said. 

The wolf was delicious and made a welcome change from the spider meat which was all 
they'd had for days. After eating their fill, they sat around in contented silence. But Chester was 
finding it hard to relax. With every day that passed with no sign of Will, he had become 
increasingly impatient to go back and search for him. He chose this moment to tackle Martha 
about it again. 

"So what are we going to do?" he asked her, as she sat propped up against the wall with 
Bartleby at her side. "We can't stay here forever." 

"Now Elliott's stronger," Martha began, as if she had been expecting the question, "we could 
go back to the shack. We're low on Aniseed Fire, but if we're careful how we use it, there should 
be enough for the journey home." 

Chester shook his head. 

"Will might be there by now," Martha added quickly. "I can't see him surviving for long if 
he hung around the void." 

"He survived in total darkness for more than a day with no food or water when he got 
separated from us in the Deeps. This time he had his kit with him, and his dad. Will's no 
pushover," Chester said. 

"Well then, we could go back to the void and have a proper scout round the area. You never 
know, if Bartleby picks up his scent we might be able to track him. But it'll be touch and go if we 
do find him, and all the time we're there we'll be exposing ourselves to danger. If Will made it 
through the explosion, then maybe the Styx did too, and don't forget about the Brights. I 
wouldn't—" 

"I'm going to look for him, even if I have to do it by myself," Chester interrupted her. 

Elliott had come over to listen to the exchange. 

"What do you say?" Chester asked her. 


"I'm with you. We never leave our own behind," she said resolutely. At that instant, 
Chester realized how much like Drake she sounded, and it lifted his spirits that she was so intent 
on finding Will. "While there's even a tiny chance he's out there and still alive, we keep looking 
for him," she added. "He'd do the same for us." 

"Yes, he would," Chester agreed. "Good old Will." 


x x x xX x 


"Get a move on, or I'll leave you behind!" Will threatened his father, who yet again had 
hung back to examine something that had caught his eye. This time it was a mineral formation at 
the side of the seam. 

"These yellowish-white deposits we keep seeing... I really do believe it's electrum," Dr 
Burrows said, half turning to Will. "Know what that is?" 

"A mineral?" Will guessed, not showing an ounce of enthusiasm. 

"Not just any old mineral, my boy. It's an alloy of gold and silver — and there's quite a high 
proportion of gold in it, at that!" 

"We don't have time for this," Will snapped. "Come on, will you!" 

Dr. Burrows straightened up. "What's the big hurry all of a sudden? We've been away more 
than a week. Your friends will be long gone by the time we get down there." 

It was very clear that Dr. Burrows couldn't care less about Chester, Elliott or Martha. Will 
didn't respond to this, instead showing his frustration by cocking his Sten gun, which he'd decided 
to use as his main firearm because it was shorter and much less unwieldy than the rifle strapped 
across his back. And he also thought it looked the part with his military get up. 

"There's no hurry," Dr. Burrows said again. As he turned his attention back to the mineral 
deposit and began to whistle in that annoying way of his, Will was only just able to keep his 
temper. 

"Have fun with your electrum," he said through gritted teeth, kicking out his legs as he 
stormed down the seam. Noticing he was passing the dark mouth of a side tunnel, he checked the 
aerosol of insect repellent he'd secured to his upper arm with duct tape. What with this, Drake's 
headset and the sub-machine gun, he felt he was ready for anything, with or without his father at 
his side. 

"Hey, Will! Wait for me!" Dr. Burrows yelled, running to catch up with his son. 
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"I haven't been here for years and years," Mrs. Burrows remarked as she and Drake went 
under the metal arch at the entrance to Highfield Common. 

A recent addition to the park, the arch was achingly modern — a rainbow-shaped span of 
burnished stainless-steel tubing, over which ivy had been encouraged to grow. The combination 
of the ivy and steel worked up to a point, although the effect was rather marred by the numerous 
pairs of worn-out trainers with their laces tied together, which had been lobbed over its vertex. 
And the pairs of knickers displayed next to the trainers only added to the overall impression of 
seediness. 

But Mrs. Burrows didn't notice any of this, her mind somewhere else as distant memories 
were rekindled. "I used to wheel my kids around here in their pushchairs when they were small," 
she said. Then, as the realization hit her, her head came up suddenly and she stared at Drake. "I 
used to push a young Styx around. No, worse even than that, I used to push two of them around, 
AND I HADN'T THE SLIGHTEST IDEA!" she exclaimed. 

"Easy, Celia," Drake warned her. "We don't want to attract attention." He indicated the 
gravel path which led up the hill before them, and they climbed it at a leisurely rate, passing on 
the way a couple of young boys trying to untangle a kite. "Not enough wind for that," Drake 
commented, and he and Mrs. Burrows instinctively glanced up above where the clouds appeared 
to be fixed in the clear blue sky. 

"It's funny how you only really appreciate things," Mrs. Burrows said, lowering her eyes 
from the sky and drinking in the lushness of the grass and the trees, "when you think you're going 
to lose them." She turned her head in the direction of Broadlands Avenue, where the rooftops of 
the houses were just visible over the curve of the hill and the intervening trees. "Or you've 
already lost them." 

At the top of the hill, there was a roughly-laid area of tarmac, in the center of which a 
Victorian granite drinking fountain stood. Drake went over to it and pressed the tarnished brass 
button, which would have once produced a jet of sparkling water from the spout in the middle of 
the recessed bowl. But now nothing happened; no water came into the bowl, where there was just 
a dark mat of rotting leaves and a crumpled-up Coke can. 

"So, about this time tomorrow, I'll be up here waiting for the Styx," Mrs. Burrows said as 
she glanced at her watch. She frowned heavily as she scanned the area at the bottom of the hill. 
"Are we really safe up here, right now? They might be watching, and decide to grab us or 
something?" 

"Unlikely," Drake said. "Too many witnesses." 

"But still..." Mrs. Burrows began. 

"Relax. They know we wouldn't be stupid enough to have the phials on us, so they won't try 
anything. Not today, anyway. And it's important that you get the lie of the land, so you feel 
ready." Crossing his arms, he leant back against the water fountain. "Don't react to what I'm 
about to tell you, but Leatherman has already got his men in place. They're in the clumps of 
bushes around the base of this hill." 

"They are?" Mrs. Burrows said dubiously. 

"Yes, ten of them,” Drake confirmed. 

"Mrs. Burrows gave the bushes a casual glance. "Men there? Now? How can they be? I 
can't see them.” 

"They're in dug-outs, probably with their scopes on us this very moment. And we'll have 
more people carefully positioned at strategic points around the perimeter. I want you to know we 
are doing everything we can to protect you." 

"Can I ask you an obvious question?" she began. 

"Fire away," he replied. 


"Have the Styx got tunnels under here? From what you tell me, they have a warren of them 
everywhere." 

"We did a geophysics survey, and found a few vague shadows. It probably means there 
were some underground chambers once, but they've collapsed, or been filled in." 

Mrs. Burrows smiled. "How very Time Team," she said. 

Drake pushed himself off the fountain and they headed back down the hill, still talking as 
they went. "Look, even if the Styx do try to play dirty, we'll be ready for them," Drake assured 
her, rubbing his hands together as if he relished it. "No, we're going to have fun once we turn the 
tables on them and nab whoever comes to the meeting." 

"But you don't actually expect their Mr. Big to come, do you?" Mrs. Burrows asked. 

"I don't know him well enough to confirm his identity even if he does make a star 
appearance.. But whoever they send, we'll interrogate him. He'll add something to our 
intelligence about their operations. But that's not the point of all this — the fact they've agreed to 
a meeting in the first place tells us all we want to know — it tells us that they don't have the 
virus." 

Mrs. Burrows shrugged. "Maybe it's yet another double bluff. Maybe they already have the 
virus, and they just want to find out how much we know, or silence us." 

Drake didn't answer as they reached the bottom of the hill. 
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There was a tightness in Mrs. Burrows' chest as she strode up the hill a day later. She took a 
series of deep breaths to try to quell her rising anxiety. You'll be fine. This will soon be over 
with, she tried to reassure herself. Yeah, one way or another, came the unwelcome response from 
somewhere else in her head. 

Although she hadn't said anything to Drake, she was scared stiff. From what she'd heard 
about the Styx, she knew she was up against an adversary capable of the most savage acts 
imaginable. And adversary that would think nothing of killing anyone that got in its way. And 
she felt thoroughly unprepared, as if she'd been dropped between the battle lines of a war in some 
foreign land, and hadn't the slightest idea where the enemy was lurking. 

She consoled herself that at least she was doing her bit to help Will. He was probably 
already deep in the bowels of the Earth, where he might be facing the megalomaniac twins again. 
This thought didn't do much to ease Mrs. Burrows' state of mind. She should have fought tooth 
and claw to stop him going back. But she hadn't, and her remorse was so strong it was like a 
physical pain in her guts. It had been criminal to ask so much from someone so young, and she 
found that hard to live with. 

A small yapping dog drew Mrs. Burrows' attention and she looked down the slope to the 
base of the hill. She sought out the animal, then located its owner, who was throwing a ball for it. 
As she continued to walk briskly up the gravel path, she ran her eyes over the rest of the scene, 
scrutinizing the other people there that afternoon. 

About thirty meters away, two teenage girls were sitting next to each other on the side of the 
hill, a traveling rug spread beneath them. They didn't show any interest in Mrs. Burrows or 
anyone else for that matter, their noses buried in their books. Then she caught loud voices and 
located a trio of tramps on a bench down by the east side of the hill, which was just now coming 
into view as she continued up the slope. The were passing round a half bottle of something and 
smoking. Drake had told her the Styx sometimes posed as vagrants, so she kept her eyes on them 
for several seconds. She remembered the images of the thin Styx and stocky Colonists caught on 
Leatherman's surveillance films. No, the tramps appeared to be the real thing. Indeed, no one 
looked out of place, no one looked suspicious. 

She checked the time. 

2:55 

Five minutes to go. 

Perhaps she was just working herself up over nothing. Maybe the important Styx whom 
Drake was hoping to grab had rumbled what he and Leatherman were up to and wasn't going to 
make an appearance. So be it, she told herself. If this operation was all a waste of time, then she 
should just try to enjoy a pleasant afternoon in the setting of the Common as best she could. But 
as she closed her hand around the phials in her pocket, she found it impossible to relax. 

The situation was far too fantastic for that. 

It was as though her life had been ratcheted up into some hyper reality over the last six 
months. First he quiet existence had been capsized as her husband had taken off on his wild 
caper. Then, at Humphrey House, just as she felt she'd been waking from a deep slumber and had 
the chance to regain some measure of control over her destiny, both Will and her fake daughter — 
or daughters — had gone missing. She'd been cast into a situation as wild and improbable as the 
films she used to rent on DVD, and usually discarded before she'd watched them all the way 
through. 

2:58 

"Everything okay?" Drake's voice sounded from the tiny transmitter in her ear, as clear as if 
he was standing right beside her. 


"Yes," she answered as she reached the rough patch of tarmac on the apex of the hill. 
Strolling casually around the drinking fountain, she rechecked the lower ground from her elevated 
viewpoint. As she peered down the north side of the hill, a man in a skimpy vest and running 
shorts jogged past the dilapidated bandstand, next to which an elderly couple were standing. It all 
looked completely innocent. She raised her hand to her mouth as if she was touching her chin, 
and spoke into the microphone pinned inside her sleeve. "Looks all clear," she reported to Drake. 
"Nothing. Not a sausage." 

3:00 

"And it's the witching hour," she added. 

"Just keep your eyes peeled," he said. 

By the entrance to the Common, Drake was in a battered van along with Leatherman and 
two hired hands — former soldiers from Leatherman's old regiment. On the floor of the van there 
were three black-and-white television monitors with wireless feeds from cameras rigged in the 
trees around the hill. Leatherman and his comrades were watching them carefully. Missing the 
racing on the other channel," one of the soldiers grumbled in phony regret, but his eyes were 
glued to the grainy picture of Mrs. Burrows on the screen nearest to him. 

Drake consulted his wristwatch. "3:02. Looks like a no-show," he said disappointedly. 

"Give it a little longer," Leatherman suggested. "Slowly slowly catchy monkey." 

Drake nodded. "Let the teams know we're running on," he said. Leatherman switched his 
handheld radio to a different frequency and communicated with the other soldiers in the dug-outs, 
as Drake went back to watching through the rear window of the van with his binoculars. 

Mrs. Burrows strolled very slowly around the drinking fountain. She heard a distant droning 
high above her. A passenger jet was advancing slowly across the sky, leaving a white-crayon 
trace behind it. I'd give anything to be on that, she thought wistfully. 

3:05 

A man in a bright red tracksuit shot along one of the lower paths on a racing bike. The 
elderly couple were on the move, making their way up the hill and towards Mrs. Burrows in 
shambling steps. She began to pay them more attention. The old woman was pushing a wheeled 
basket while the man seemed very doddery. He was hanging on to the old woman's arm and also 
leaning heavily on a walking stick in his other hand. The couple's progress was so labored that 
Mrs. Burrows crinkled up the side of her mouth. Hardly your typical murderous Styx. 

"Got a pair of old age pensioners heading my way. Otherwise as quiet as... as... as a very 
quiet place," Mrs. Burrows said into the microphone as she pretended to adjust her hair. 

She heard Drake's laugh in her earpiece. "Roger that," he said. 

"Leave my husband out of it," Mrs. Burrows replied immediately, chuckling outrageously as 
she got some of the tension out of her system. 

3:08 

A persistent fly alighted on her forehead, and she automatically swiped at it. 

She went to the opposite side of the fountain and glanced down the south side of the hill. 
The man and his dog had moved on from the lower path and in their place she could see someone 
else strolling along, but he was walking away from the hill. Then she sought out Drake's van. 
She could just about see the tinted window where she knew he'd be watching. Then she stepped 
sideways towards the east and looked at the two teenage girls, who were both still immersed in 
their books. The fly buzzed in her ear and she wafted it away. She went further around the 
fountain. The elderly couple were slowly but surely approaching, the man looking extremely 
frail, as if he would topple over if it wasn't for the support his companion was giving him. 

3:10 

She heard shouting and swearing. She crossed to the east side. Two of the tramps were 
leaving. The third was still on the bench. All of a sudden he was on his feet and waving his fists 
threateningly at the others. He followed after them in a reeling walk. She kept her eye on the 
group ass they went past Drake's van. Not Styx, Mrs. Burrows told herself again. 


She saw a woman on the lower path with two sizeable Afghan hounds — lanky, long-legged 
dogs that looked as they were wearing furry trouser suits. 

The fly buzzed close to her eye, making her blink. 

"Bloody thing!" she exclaimed. 

"What was that?" Drake asked, his voice concerned. 

"Only a fly," she said. 

She heard a squeak squeak. 

It was coming from the wheels of the old woman's basket. Mrs. Burrows crossed to the 
north side of the fountain. The elderly couple was ten meters away and closing, but at a snail's 
pace. 

Mrs. Burrows walked nonchalantly around the fountain, scanning the slopes again. 

3:11 

"Got company — the wrinklies are up here with me now," she said to Drake. 

"Yes, we can see them from a tree cam, and two teams have got scopes on them," Drake 
said. "They're on the wrong side of the fountain for me to have eyes on them." 

"Don't worry — think I can cope with them," Mrs. Burrows said confidently into the 
microphone. She lowered her arm as the elderly couple came around the side of the fountain — 
she didn't want them to catch her having a conversation with her sleeve. 

Squeak, squeak. The trolley wheels. And also the steady tap of the old man's walking stick 
on the tarmac. 

Mrs. Burrows pulled her shoulders back and inhaled deeply, trying her utmost to look as if 
she was up there to enjoy the fresh air. Slowly releasing the breath, she gave the elderly couple a 
sidelong glance, then looked away hastily. The old woman had been watching her. Through the 
lenses of her spectacles she had hard little eyes. 

The fly swooped in front of Mrs. Burrows' face again, but this time she didn't bother to swat 
at it. 

Her senses quickened. 

She glanced back at the old woman. 

The old woman's white hair was a tangle of tight curls, as if it had been permed recently. 
She had a small mouth, with a top lip which was over-stretched by her false teeth. It made her 
look vicious and angry. Mrs. Burrows averted her eyes, then raised them again, but this time her 
attention was on the old man. He could have been in his seventies, and seemed to have something 
— Mrs. Burrows assumed they were hearing aids — plugged into both ears. He met Mrs. 
Burrows’ gaze full on. He narrowed his eyes as if her resented her scrutiny. She immediately 
turned away, then took several unhurried steps as she tried to maintain her façade of nonchalance. 

She told herself she was being silly — that they were merely an old married couple out on 
the Common for their constitutional. Or on their way to bingo, or to the shops. But something 
nagged at her, and she turned slowly back to them. 

The old man was bending over the trolley. Now she was able to see it clearly, it was bigger 
than she would have expected — far bigger than the average shopping basket one saw being 
wheeled along the pavement in any high street. It was rectangular, and instead of the usual bright 
tartan or florid flowery fabric, it was covered in a dun brown material. It also had sturdier wheels 
than she remembered from similar trolleys. 

The fly settled on Mrs. Burrows' cheek, but she didn't notice it. 

She was staring directly at the old woman, who appeared to be putting hearing aids in both 
ears, just like her partner had in his. 

As the old woman finished doing this, she looked straight back at Mrs. Burrows. 

"Good afternoon," Mrs. Burrows said pleasantly, a little embarrassed that she'd been caught 
so obviously staring at the woman. 

"Think you're so clever, don't you?" the old woman snarled. Mrs. Burrows didn't respond. 
For the tiniest instant, she asked herself if the old woman was addressing the comment to her 


partner — it was the sort of sour remark that might pass between a married couple of such 
advanced years. 

But then she saw that the old man, still leaning over the trolley but with his face towards her, 
had a finger poised as if he was about to press a button. 

Was it a bomb? 

There and then, Mrs. Burrows recognized him. 

"Oscar Embers!" she gasped. He'd been one of her husband's Saturday helpers at the 
museum. And Will had said he was a Styx agent. That meant the old woman was probably— 

"Tant... Tant... Tantrum!" Mrs. Burrows choked as she struggled to recall her name. 

"Say again," Drake crackled in her ear. "What did you—?" 

3:13 

"Con... CONTACT!" Mrs. Burrows managed to scream a the top of her lungs. 

Black-clothed soldiers leapt up from their positions all around the base of the hill. 

"Come on, man!" Drake shouted as one of the soldiers fumbled to open the rear doors of the 
van. Leatherman stepped in. He heaved the soldier aside to get at the handle himself, but 
precious seconds had been lost. 

"Fools!" Oscar Embers exclaimed as he pressed a button on the top of the trolley, smiling. 

A low tone cut through the air, quickly building in volume. 

With Drake's frantic voice in her ear, Mrs. Burrows braced herself. Her first thought was 
that there was going to be an explosion — it had to be some sort of bomb in that trolley. Her 
second thought was that she was too close to escape the blast. 

She was done for. 

As it grew so loud that Mrs. Burrows' teeth were vibrating, the tone dropped an octave, then 
another, then several more, until it couldn't even be heard as a rumble. Her eyes rolled up into her 
head as she had the sensation that a knife was being dragged down her spinal cord, making each 
of her limbs twitch uncontrollably. The sound, beyond the limits of human hearing, was 
unbearable. 

Then Oscar Embers hit another button. 

The fabric panels on the sides of the trolley were blown off, revealing a chunk of machinery 
underneath. Its sides were gloss black, although inset with concave dish-like hollows of varying 
sizes that appeared silvery, like liquid mercury. 

There had been an explosion, but not one that Drake or the soldiers would have recognized. 

Mrs. Burrows was flung unconscious to the ground. A concussive wave had been thrown 
out by the device, and invisible wall of sub-audible sound that only affected living things. 

To aman, the soldiers that had emerged from the dug-outs were dropped where they stood. 
The woman and her Afghan hounds were knocked insensible. The two teenagers reading their 
books simply keeled over on their traveling rug. A small flock of starlings landed around them, 
caught by the pulse of sound as it radiated skywards. 

The few occupants of the houses in Broadlands Avenue at that time of day were similarly 
affected, collapsing to the floor. And a number of cars within the blast radius either came to a 
halt or drifted into parked vehicles at the side of the road as their drivers blacked out. 

Unable to get the doors open in time, Drake, Leatherman and the two soldiers lay slumped 
in a tangle of limbs in the back of the van. 

"Enough," the old Styx ordered as he appeared on the top of the hill beside Oscar Embers 
and Mrs. Tantrumi. Oscar Embers turned the device off. "Get clear before the Topsoil police 
arrive," the old Styx ordered as he yanked his earplugs out. There was no need for them now. 

His black ankle-length leather coat creaked as he stepped over to where Mrs. Burrows lay in 
a crumpled heap on the ground. But he didn't pay attention to her, instead watching the Styx 
Limiters scuttling out over the areas below like a swarm of cockroaches. Then, as a pair of 
Limiters ran up the hill towards him, he waved them over to Mrs. Burrows. She was out cold, her 
head hanging forward on her chest as they hoisted her up between them. 


"Wait," he barked. "Search her." 

One of the Limiters found the pair of phials in her pocket and held them up so the old Styx 
could see. He nodded. "Good. Get them tested, and take her to the Hold." Then he walked 
around the water fountain, monitoring his men's progress as they dragged away the unconscious 
soldiers. Other Limiters were kicking up the earth around the dug-outs where the soldiers had 
been hiding, and removing the surveillance cameras from the trees. No trace of the operation 
would be left by the time they had finished. 

Returning to the south side of the hill, the old Styx peered down at the van by the entrance to 
the Common — the Limiters hadn't gotten to it yet but the rear doors seemed to be open. He was 
sure that they had been shut before the weapon had been powered down. 

Something wasn't right. 

And as he watched he could have sworn that he caught a fleeting glimpse of a tall, thin 
figure by the van — it certainly looked like one of his own people, but it was wearing black. He 
frowned. 

That couldn't be. 

He was the only Styx there that afternoon not in Limiter combat uniform. 

He began to hurry down the gravel path to investigate for himself. 


x x x xX x 


Leatherman had just turned the handle on the rear doors as the wave of sound engulfed the 
van. Once Mrs. Burrows had used the trigger word, there was no question in his or Drake's mind 
that they were under attack. 

The van hadn't provided any shielding against the subsonic wave. If anything, it had 
concentrated the effect on its occupants. Within less than a second of Oscar Embers activating 
the device, Drake had passed out, with Leatherman and the two soldiers dropping beside him. 

So Drake didn't see the man wearing the twin earpieces that Mrs. Burrows had mistaken for 
hearing aids as he wrenched open the doors and climbed into the van. And he felt nothing as this 
man, who he would have identified immediately as a Styx, located his limp body from amongst 
those of Leatherman and the soldiers, and carried him to a waiting car. 

And Drake didn't know until later how fortunate he'd been. That he and Mrs. Burrows 
would be the only two to live out the day. 
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Highfield Common Twenty 
released from hospital. 
Official statement issued. 


By T.K. Martin, Staff Reporter 


The Department of Health has issued a brief 
statement following the as yet unexplained 
Incident that took place last Monday on 
Highfield Common and in two adjacent streets, 
in which twenty people were discovered 
unconscious. 


At approximately 3:45 PM on Monday, the 
emergency services received the first calls to the 


area. Eleven members of the public were found 
to have collapsed on the Common itself and 
were immediately taken to Highfield General. 
After emergency personnel made house to house 
Searches of Broadlands Avenue and Denewood 
Road, both of which border Highfield Common, 
Another nine casualties were conveyed to 
hospital. In addition, a number of animals 
including starlings and pigeons, and the prize- 
winning Afghan hounds Tippy and Toppy were 
similarly affected. Reports have also been 
received that people out walking in roads close 
to Highfield High Street experienced bouts of 
dizziness and double vision. There were no 
fatalities except for a goldfish in a private home 
in Denewood Road, which appears to have 
drowned. 


The Highfield Common Twenty, as they have 
been dubbed, all regained consciousness within 
hours of being admitted, although some 
complained of severe headaches, which 
persisted for several days. The Twenty were 
confined to a quarantine ward in Highfield 
General where they underwent tests to determine 
if some form of radiation, or food or water 
contamination, was responsible, but these have 
now been dismissed as possible causes. Three of 
the Twenty also required treatment for bruising 
and minor injuries when the cars they were 
driving were involved in collisions with parked 
vehicles. 


The residents evacuated from the houses 
bordering the Common were allowed to return 
home three days after the incident. However, the 
presence of Department of Health scientists in 
their white safety suits, which has become an 
everyday sight on the Common, is likely to 
continue as the park will not be reopened to the 
public for several more weeks. A Police 
spokesman said hat it is believed that whatever 
caused the phenomenon originated on the 
Common itself, but was not able to provide any 
details in support of this. 


The Department of Health has staunchly 
dismissed the suggestion that a new mobile 
phone mast on the roof of the fire station in Pitt 
Street is to blame. A local pressure group called 
No Masts in Highfield has been campaigning to 
have it removed since it was erected last year. 
Mrs. Ruth Cook, spokesperson for the group, 
said, "Not enough research has been done on the 
shortwave emissions these masts are pumping 
into us and our children. What these mobile 
phone companies are doing is an outrage. It's 
criminal, and their directors should be put on 


trial." 


The Afghan hounds Tippy and Toppy have 
completely recovered and will be entered for the 
forthcoming Crufts dog show in March. 
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"Halley was the first person to come up with the Hollow Earth theory," Dr. Burrows 
announced completely out of the blue. "And that was way back in 1692." 

"What are you on about?" Will asked, mopping sweat from his brow as they took advantage 
of the gradient to maintain a fast pace down the seam. 

"Edmond Halley, you know... the astronomer who discovered Halley's Comet. His premise 
was there are four concentric spheres, one within the other, like those dolls from Russia that fit 
inside each other. Then in the eighteenth century, another chap called Symmes resurrected the 
idea. He— WHUP!" Dr. Burrows cried as his feet slipped out from under him. He skied a 
distance in the loose shale covering the slope, then managed to right himself. "Nearly lost it 
there." 

"I think you did," Will muttered. 

"Where was I? Yes, Symmes' contribution to the theory was there were two whopping great 
holes in each of the Poles, and that the gas escaping from these was the cause of the Aurora 
Borealis — the northern lights, as they're called... or maybe Halley proposed that." 

"Dad, I've heard all this before, so why are you banging on about it again now?" Will asked 
a little tetchily. 

"Because those ancient people I was researching in the Great Plain have to have gone 
somewhere. They can't simply have been jumping to their deaths down the Pore or the other 
voids. This wasn't some flash-in-the-pan aberration that took place one day when an entire race 
decided to commit mass suicide at all," Will pointed out. "It's a myth." 

Dr. Burrows went on regardless. "No with these people, it had to have been more than 
that... I mean they even built a temple in praise of the other world that they believed was deep 
inside the planet, calling it their Garden of the Second Sun. The triptych I saw in the temple 
clearly demonstrates that they thought it was some sort of idyllic place, some sort of Utopia." 

"Maybe the spiders gobbled them up?" Will suggested mischievously. 

"That doesn't make any sense — they wouldn't have gone to all the trouble of making the 
map on the stone tablets or carving their three-pronged symbol near the submarine, or wherever it 
is. No, they were deadly serious about it all... they were on their way somewhere... but where?" 

As Will didn't offer any sort of opinion, they walked in silence until Dr. Burrows spoke 
again. 

"Back in the sixties some oddball professor claimed that a technologically-advanced race 
inhabited the inner world, and that they had flying saucers." 

Will had just about had enough. "Right, so Symmes and the other guys were all nutty 
professors with wacky theories. Your point is...?" he said brusquely. 

"They might not have been that crazy," Dr. Burrows replied. 

"Wait," will said, stopping in his tracks. 

Dr. Burrows looked at Will expectantly, thinking that he had just had a brain wave, that he 
was about to impart some revelation that would shed light on where the ancient race had gone. 

It was as though there was a battle of ideologies taking place in Dr. Burrows' head, like a tug 
of war between two opposing teams. The stronger team, with a grey-bearded Charles Darwin as 
its captain, was made up of all the scientists, historians and other great thinkers that Dr. Burrows 
had looked up to and tried to emulate all his academic and professional life. The opposing team 
consisted of rather more unconventional figures, including the likes of Halley and Symmes, and 
their captain was Lucretius, who in the first century BC had convinced everyone the world was 
flat as a pancake. 

As a matter of course, Dr. Burrows would normally have been cheering on Charles Darwin's 
team, but now as the rope creaked and the two teams strained, he found himself strangely drawn 


to the unconventional team. It was as if he was beginning to take the Hollow Earth theories 
seriously. 

"What is it, Will? Have you thought of something?" Dr. Burrows asked with bated breath. 

But instead of shedding light on the fate of the ancient people, the only light the boy shed 
was from his lantern, which he was directing towards a nearby passage. It led off to the right of 
the main trail, and Will was slowly moving towards it. "If we're close to where the submarine 
was, this might have been one of the tunnels we tried, but didn't take because of the teen spiders?" 
Switching his lantern off, he flipped the night vision device down over his eye so he could see 
further inside the passage. "Dad, does it look familiar to you?" he asked eventually. 

"TL... think... it... does," Dr. Burrows said slowly, rubbing his chin. 

Will was impressed. "Really?" 

"There's something about that piece of rock up there at the top — the way it hangs down." 

"That's amazing! You remember that?" Will asked. 

"Yes, because I noticed it was unusual at the time. It's obviously from the Ignoramic class... 
and I reckon it could be Stupidite." 

"You mean Igneous class?" Will whipped his head round to his father. "Stupidite? There's 
no such thing." 

"Ha!" his father burst out. He had been profoundly disappointed that his son wasn't taking 
the Hollow Earth theory more seriously, and had decided to exact his revenge. 

"Stupidite," Will repeated, shaking his head. 

"Look, Will, I've trogged down more miles of tunnel than I care to remember, and they all 
look the bloody same. Do you really expect me to recognize that particular one from all the 
thousands of others?" 

But Will had cut off from what his father was saying. Turning back to the tunnel, he was 
sniffing the air. "Spiders. I smell spiders." Sliding one of the Bergens off his shoulder, he put it 
down, untied the top and then took out a radio beacon. He switched this on and carefully 
positioned it on a ledge. 

Is that so your chum can find his way?" Dr. Burrows asked snidely. 

"Drake?" 

"Why else do you think he gave you those beacons?" It's so he can follow us down when 
the mood takes him." Dr. Burrows suddenly leant over Will's Bergen and snatched out another of 
the beacons, secreting it in his coat pocket. 

"What do you want that for?" Will asked, closing the top of the Bergen and then hoisting it 
over his shoulder. 

"Just want one," Dr. Burrows answered childishly. 

"Why?" 

"In case we get separated. Then you can find me." 

Frowning, Will raised his Sten gun and edged slowly forward into the passage. 

"Spiders, you say? Can't smell anything," Dr. Burrows said as he reluctantly followed his 
son in, making a show of sniffing loudly. 

They had gone a few hundred meters when something scuttled away into the darkness. 

"Yes, spiders," Will whispered. "I was right. And keep that luminescent orb shielded or 
you'll knacker my headset." 

"Let's just go back to the main stem and try the next offshoot," Dr. Burrows carped. 
Ignoring what Will had said about shielding his light, he was holding it high above him as he 
scanned the openings in the roof of the passage, all of which looked ominously spider-sized. "We 
don't want to get cut off in here." 

At that point something loomed out of the darkness and towards Will. The first thing he saw 
was the glowing lure at the tip of the stalk on the spider's head. In the blink of an eye, it had 
sprung at him, landing within the limits of the light cast by Dr. Burrows' orb. 


"God in heaven!" Dr. Burrows exclaimed as Will opened up with the Sten. The spider was 
shredded by the rapid fire. The only problem was that bullets were ricocheting alarmingly off the 
side walls of the tunnel. 

"Will! Enough!" Dr. Burrows yelled, and his son released the trigger. 

As they stepped over to inspect what was left of the creature, Will was chuckling. "Take 
that spidey!" he said as he rammed a fresh magazine into the Sten. 

"It was a big brute," Dr. Burrows commented, as he nudged part of its hairy body with his 
toecap. "Took quite a bit to kill it. At this rate, you'll have used up all the ammo before we've got 
anywhere," he reflected. 

Will nodded. "Yes, that was nearly a whole magazine — thirty-two rounds. Better find out 
if we can use the repellent on them instead." 

"And just how are we going to do that?" Dr. Burrows posed. 

"Because if I know my spiders," Will said, "the blood from this one will bring a swarm of 
the things on us." 

"Um... is that such a good—?" Dr. Burrows began nervously, but didn't finish the sentence 
as Will drew out his Browning Hi-Power and pulled the slide back to cock it. 

"Safety's off," he said to his father as he thrust it into his hands, sounding remarkably like 
Drake. 

"These aren't pussy cats we're dealing with here," Dr. Burrows muttered under his breath. 

Will pulled the aerosol from under his arm, where it had been secured with tape, and held it 
beside his Sten gun. Then they waited, searching the darkness before them. 

Dr. Burrows was distinctly uneasy. "This is a terrible idea," he complained. 

"Shhh!" Will said as they heard stones being dislodged, then he yelled "LOOK OUT!" as 
several glowing lures accelerated at the from the gloom. Will had been right — the scent of the 
blood from the dead spider had been irresistible to them. 

"Shouting "EAT THIS!," Will pointed the can directly at the spiders and sprayed frantically. 
As the spiders hit the cloud of vapor, the effect was instant. They couldn't get away quickly 
enough, their legs tangling with each other as they went into reverse. 

When all sign of them had gone, Will shook the can and looked at it, a smile on his face. 

"Works a treat," he said. "Nice one, Drake." 


x x x x x 


The iron door to the cell slammed back against the wall with a skull-shaking crash. A man 
stood there, his gargantuan bulk almost filling the doorway. 

"Rise and shine darlin'," he said. "No use pretending you're still sparko." 

Although Mrs. Burrows had been conscious for some hours, she suspected someone might 
be watching her and hadn't moved from the damp lead shelf. 

The man's tone hardened. "On your feet, Topsoiler. Don’t make me drag you out!" he 
bellowed. 

After she'd come to, she had felt incredibly ill, as if all her insides had been mashed up. She 
wondered what the device in the trolley had done to her. She couldn't remember much after it had 
started to make deeper and deeper sounds and the sides had suddenly flapped open, but one thing 
was for sure, it had give her the mother of all headaches. With the pain thumping in her temples 
and a foul tasted in her mouth, she'd lain there in the pitch black of the cell as she tried to take 
stock of her situation. The more she thought about it, the bleaker her outlook — if she had one at 
all — appeared to her. 

From the staleness of the air, there was little doubt in her mind that the Styx had take her 
below the surface, and that meant any chance of escape was highly unlikely. And the Styx 
certainly weren't going to send her on her way with a pat on the back. Not after the stunt she and 
Drake had tried to pull. 


Despite the bleakness of her situation, Mrs. Burrows wasn't as frightened as she might have 
been. It was a bit late for regrets now. She'd agreed to act as the cheese in the mousetrap 
knowing she might lose her life — as the Styx were out to get her anyway, maybe it had only 
brought forward her day of reckoning. As she lay on the shelf and took deep breaths, she knew 
she had no option but to accept whatever fate lay in store for her. There was no use ranting and 
railing against the inevitable. At the very least, the deep breathing had seemed eventually to rid 
her of her headache. 

"That's it," the monster of a man grunted and began to stomp towards her, his hands 
extended. 

She sat up smartly. 

"Good morning," she said, seizing his hand and shaking it. "I'm Celia Burrows. What's 
your name?" 

Flummoxed by his prisoner's behavior, the man shook her hand back. 

"T'm... er... the Second Officer," he stuttered. 

"I thought you were a policeman," she said, peering at the dull gold star stitched into his 
jacket. "From your very fine uniform." 

"Why, thank you," he replied, letting go of her hand and puffing out his chest so that he 
resembled an over-inflated hot air balloon. 

Then he remembered what he was there for. 

"Come on. Get up," he growled. 

"There's no need to be so rude," Mrs. Burrows retorted. Manners maketh man." 

"I said—" 

"I heard what you said." Taking her time, she rose to her feet, adjusted her clothes, then 
stepped past him and through the door into the aisle outside. She took in the dim glow of a 
shielded luminescent orb above a wooden desk at one end of the aisle, and the open door at the 
other. 

"Where is this?" she asked, as the Second Officer joined her. 

‘It's the clink." 

"Yes, that much I was certain of," she said, smiling at him. "But are we in the Colony?" 

"The Colony is several miles away. This is the Quarter," he replied. 

"The Quarter," she repeated. "I think my son said something about it." 

"Your son!" the Second Officer hissed, the pale skin of his face suddenly reddening. "Let 
me tell you about your son, Seth Jerome, or... or whatever his Topsoil name was." 

"Will," Mrs. Burrows put in. "Will Burrows." 

"Yes, Will bloody Burrows," the Second Officer said, his voice full of scorn. "that little tyke 
clouted me with a shovel, he did," the indignant man added, passing a hand over his almost 
completely bald scalp as if the injury still caused him pain. 

"Why? Were you a rude pig to him, too?" she asked, her voice all sweetness and light. 

"I..." he began, then his huge face went through a seismic shift and he snarled, "Don't you 
talk to me like—" 

"If you're the Second Officer, where's the First Officer?" she cut him short. "Having a 
breather back at the primate house?" 

The man wasn't sure quite what to make of this, but answered nonetheless. "He's on duty at 
the front desk. What's a primate house, anyway? Never heard of that before." 

"No, no reason you should have, but you'd fit right in there. It's a place up on the surface 
where impressive specimens like you go to eat bananas. And it's very popular — crowds come 
from all around to watch." 

"I like bananas," the Second Officer said, his mood lightening as he smacked his lips 
together. 

"Thought you might," she murmured under her breath. 


As they reached the doorway at the end of the aisle, she held back for a second to glance at 
the other cells. 

"Have you got anyone else in here... Drake or perhaps Leatherman?" 

"No, you're the only one at the moment," the Second Officer said. 

Dismayed by his answer and thinking the worst, she allowed herself to be escorted from the 
Hold and into the whitewashed hallway beyond. Although her eyes were still adjusting to the 
bright light after the gloom of her cell, she caught a flickering glimpse of the main entrance of the 
police station. She saw the front desk where another policeman, a younger version of the Second 
Officer, was craning his head to get a look at her. But the Second Officer shepherded her hastily 
to the right where there was a corridor with a row of closed doors. 

"My mouth is very dry — I'd really like some water," Mrs. Burrows said. 

"Better to have an empty stomach," the Second Officer advised her, nodding slowly, "before 
the Dark Light." 

Mrs. Burrows didn't like the sound of that at all. She tried to remember everything Will had 
said about the Dark Light and his interrogation as they passed down further corridors, the sound 
of her footfalls on the polished flagstone floors a delicate counterpoint to the Second Officer's 
heavy clumping ones. 

Then she saw an open door up ahead. Light was flooding from the room. She squared her 
shoulders and readied herself as the Second Officer steered her inside. 

The first thing she laid eyes on was a single chair — a chunky affair made of stout, age- 
darkened timber. It was in front of a table, on which was some type of device that she 
immediately assumed was the Dark Light itself. But she didn't dwell on this as there were two 
Styx, in all their frightful glory, standing behind it. She'd seen them in Leatherman's surveillance 
film, but she'd never been this close to the people who, according to Will and Drake, were evil 
personified. Other than the two Rebeccas, she had to keep reminding herself. But these were 
adult Styx, and she couldn't stop herself from staring at them. She took in their starched white 
collars atop their coats of the blackest black. She saw the sheen on their dark hair, and their 
putty-colored faces so gaunt and stern. She saw the eyes that seemed to burn with an otherworld 
intensity and which froze her blood. 

The Second Officer had helped her into the chair and passed straps around both her wrists, 
securing them to the arms of the chair. She'd been so mesmerized by the strange beings that she 
only really became aware of what the Second Officer was actually doing as he began to fasten 
each of her legs in place. She tensed her forearms against the thick leather restraints, realizing 
that she was well and truly in their power. Then the Second Officer looped a strap around her 
forehead, pulling her head back against the headrest. Because of the design of the headrest, with 
two padded clamps on either side, she had no option but to look straight ahead where the two 
Styx were waiting on the opposite side of the table. 

She heard the Second Officer take his leave and the door close behind him. Then she was 
alone with the Styx, and the loudest silence she'd ever known permeated the room. The bizarre 
men simply stared at her, their intent pupils glinting like highly polished black diamonds. She 
suddenly had the feeling that at any moment someone was going to shout "Cut!" and she'd see the 
cameras and production crew... that none of this was actually happening but was merely a scene 
ina film. She caught herself. No! The old Celia Burrows was trying to surface — this was 
precisely the way she would have once dealt with the situation. She had to face her demons. 
These demons. 

They suddenly moved, swiveling so that their rake-thin bodies were arched towards each 
other. Gesticulating jerkily to each other, they broke into a language that Mrs. Burrows had never 
heard the likes of before. The closest thing she found to compare it with was pieces of paper 
being torn up. It was ugly, and set her nerves even more on edge. 

"Why don't you just get it over with?” she declared, her tone defiant. "Do your worst, you 
pair of cadaverous scarecrows.” 


They ceased their exchange and turned to her. 

"As you wish," the one on the left said in a nasal voice, and immediately reached towards 
the device on the table. His movement was darting, almost reptilian. His pale fingers flicked a 
switch on a small black box, from which a twisted brown cable ran to an odd-looking device she 
had assumed was the Dark Light. While this did vaguely resemble some kind of table lamp, the 
bulb in it didn't look anything like a normal bulb — it was purple, but so dark as to be almost 
black. 

With a rattle the box on the tabletop began to vibrate, then settled down again. The Styx 
adjusted some controls behind the light. As he withdrew his hand from it, Mrs. Burrows was sure 
there was a suggestion of a smile on his tight lips. She saw the bulb flare a dark orange, then dim 
again. 

Quite abruptly, without either of the Styx moving a muscle, the room seemed to be plunged 
into darkness. Mrs. Burrows tensed as her ears popped — she felt as if she was descending in an 
express elevator. Here we go again, she thought as her teeth rattled together. She remembered 
the same sensations when the machine in Mrs. Tantrumi's trolley on Highfield Common had been 
fired up. 

Although the Styx were lost to her in the gloom, she heard them talking to each other. Then 
she heard a click, as if a switch had been thrown, and before her eyes was a scene in which 
millions of tiny sparks showered down on what looked like a calm night sea. Were they trying to 
frighten her with these special effects? This isn't so bad, she said to herself. 

Then it got bad. 

It was as though something was attempting to get inside her head, like a hungry maggot 
trying to push its way through the skin of an overripe peach. But whatever it was, it was bigger 
than a maggot — more like a hedgehog, but a world apart from the Tiggy-Winkle variety one 
finds in piles of leaves at the bottom of the garden. No, this one had super-sharp steel spines and 
no compunction about causing pain. And cause pain it did. Mrs. Burrows screamed in agony as 
it suddenly sunk inside her cranium, bouncing from one hemisphere of her brain to the other and 
back again. Then it scurried forward so that it was sitting just behind her left eye, making her 
blink involuntarily as her eyelid went into raid spasm. Then it was back in the very center of her 
cranium again. She grimaced as her headache returned, worse than ever, and she was sure she 
was going to vomit. 

Both Styx began firing volleys of questions at her. 

"What is your name?" 

"What is your purpose?" 

"Are you with the man named Drake?" 

"What was your purpose?" 

"Where is Will Burrows?" 

"Where is your husband, Dr. Burrows?" 

"Where are the girls you knew as Rebecca?" 

"Where are the Dominion phials?" 

"Name? Purpose?" 

"Where are the Dominion phials?" 

There was no way she was going to answer, but each question seemed to be launched from 
afar, as if she was watching a flaming comet plummet towards her from a starless sky. And when 
it actually struck her, she was racked by the most excruciating pain. Her whole body was rigid 
and straining against the restraints, and she was dripping with sweat. 

The Styx kept the questions coming, repeating them in a continuous cycle, every so often 
lobbing in a fresh one. And when those fresh ones came, it was as though an even larger and 
fierier comet, a white hot streak of pure plasma, had been shot straight at her. 

And all the time, the evil hedgehog in her skull was rooting around and going exactly where 
it pleased. Memories of various events in her life were flashing up before her; first it was the day 


when she and Dr. Burrows moved into their new flat in Highfield, then the meal at the local 
Indian restaurant to celebrate his appointment as the curator of Highfield Museum. She 
remembered the afternoon they had brought Will home for the very first time — when he was not 
much more than a toddler — and they put him into his brand new playpen. 

As if a pack of cards was being fanned through, these memories were appearing and 
disappearing so fast she could barely keep up with them. She wondered if this was her life 
passing before her eyes because she thought she was about to die. But, no, she realized it was the 
thing in her head. It was helping itself to whatever it wanted, and she couldn't do anything to stop 
it. She felt violated. 

She attempted to hold on to the thought that at least she'd tried to help Drake, tried to assist 
him in his struggle against these people and, in so doing, to help her son Will. She'd failed. But 
at least she'd tried. She was proud of that, even if she was about to die. 


34 


As Will and his father traveled further down the passage, they came into a section sheathed 
in fungus. 

"I never thought I'd be pleased to be in mushroom land again," Will said, knowing that it 
meant that they were getting close to where the submarine had been. Then, as they heard the 
sound of falling water, they finally came to the end of the passage. "The void," Will said. 

For a while they both stared out into the darkness, trying to catch their breath. Dumping his 
Bergens, Will leant out as far as he dared from the mouth of the passage to investigate what lay 
below. 

"Got anything?" Dr. Burrows asked as Will came back inside. 

"No — we're on some sort of overhang so I can't see much." 

"Bloody marvelous," Dr. Burrows complained. "I suppose we're going to have to retrace 
our steps and try the next offshoot?" 

Will was already pulling a climbing rope from one of his Bergens. "This will be quicker," 
he said, scanning around for something to secure it to. He stepped slowly back from the void and 
further into the tunnel until he spotted a boulder. Looping the rope around it, he knotted it. Then 
he went back to the void and played the rope out. 

"You should take this," he said, passing his father one of the aerosol cans. Then he sprayed 
himself with repellent from his can and re-taped it to his arm. "Still got my Browning?" he asked. 

Dr. Burrows nodded. 

"Great. Wait for me here," Will said, and began for the edge. 

"There isn't going to be any more silliness with — you know — your thing about heights, is 
there?" his father asked him. 

"I wish you hadn't reminded me," Will replied, "but no, I seem to be okay now." 

And he wasn't troubled in the slightest by the irrational urges that had plagued him before. 
And due to the reduced gravity, it was barely any effort to walk himself down the vertical wall of 
the void, but the never-ending deluge of water against his face made it difficult to see anything 
around him. He kept looking over his shoulder in case any spiders or Brights decided to turn up. 
He estimated he was three-quarters down the length of the rope when he caught sight of a passage 
mouth off to the side. It was level with him, but thirty or so meters further around the void, and 
he couldn't quite get enough traction on the fungus-coated wall to reach it without slipping back. 
He resorted to swinging himself like a pendulum to get there. Then he was finally far enough 
over to drop into it. 

He held the Sten and the can of repellent ready. The passage seemed clear, but he was just 
giving it a couple of squirts to make absolutely sure, when he heard a sound behind him. 

It was the beat of wings in the air. 

He turned. 

It was a Bright. 

It was only a couple of meters away from him, its wings extended and its legs reaching out 
towards him. 

"JESUS!" he yelled. Acting purely on instinct, he gave it a full burst from the aerosol. 

He'd fully expected the creature to zip away, but it didn't. It hung there for what seemed like 
seconds. Then the strangest thing happened. Will could only compare it to when salt is sprinkled 
on a garden slug and the poor animal froths up and eventually bursts into a messy splurge. In the 
same but much more immediate way, viscous fluid oozed from joints all over the Bright's body as 
it shook frenziedly. 

Then, piece by piece, it simply fell apart. Its two-pronged abdomen was the first to go with 
a wet, slurping sound. Then its head lolled to one side and rolled off altogether. The thorax with 


the wings still attached went into a dive, turning end over end as Will watched them vanish down 
the void. 

It took him a moment to recover from his fright, then Will began to laugh with relief. "Well, 
Drake, full marks for this stuff!" he yelled. 


x x x x x 


Like a small voice calling through the chaotic fog in her brain, a notion occurred to her. 
Mrs. Burrows seemed to still retain some control over her breathing, and she began deepening 
each inhalation, holding it for longer and longer before she released it. Part of her mind cleared 
for an instant, as if a wind machine was blowing the fog away, and she grasped at the memory of 
what her yoga master had taught her. At first it was elusive, then, as she concentrated with every 
fiber of her body, she had it. 

'I pray that I might not let those about me spoil my peace of mind,' she began to think or say 
— she couldn't tell which — over and over and over again. 

Her body still felt as though it was a length of wood bowed almost to the breaking point, but 
the evil hedgehog didn't seem to be quite so energetic or effective any more. 

T pray that I might not let those about me spoil my peace of mind.' As she continued to 
repeat this mantra and maintain the rhythm of her deep breathing, the strangest thing happened. 

Where there had been darkness was light. 

It was as though she'd been flipped into a completely different reality, the one she'd left 
behind as the Styx had activated the Dark Light. For starters, she could see around her, see that 
she was back in the brightly-lit room again. She watched the Styx. One of them was repeating 
the constant cycle of questions at her while his companion was asking about completely different 
matters. And, to her astonishment, she found she was replying voluntarily to these questions, and 
in some detail too. Voluntarily, but involuntarily. 

He was asking her everything she knew about Drake; what he had told her when she was 
Topsoil with him, where he'd taken her, and if she'd met any of the other people in his network. 

That's enough of that, the part of her mind that was in the brilliantly-lit room decided, and in 
mid-sentence Mrs. Burrows stopped what she'd been saying about Drake. Frowning, the Styx 
looked at her askance. 

"Continue," he barked. 

"You can sod off! You've had as much as you're going to get from me!" she screamed, then 
clamped her mouth shut. 

The other Styx abruptly ceased the cycle of repetitive questions and they both glanced at 
each other. Then the Styx behind the light made an adjustment to it, and it flared an even brighter 
orange. The evil hedgehog swelled in size, to the size of a cat, and became more powerful, its 
spines sizzling with pure energy. As Mrs. Burrows kept the meditation exercise running 
endlessly through her mind, she felt the presence of the hedgehog circling around her head. But it 
just didn't seem to be able to find a way in. 

The Styx adjusted the light again, so the orange light flooding out of the bulb was even 
brighter than before. The hedgehog grew to the size of a dog but Mrs. Burrows found she could 
still repel it, and stay in the well-lit room a the same time. She had a picture of herself 
simultaneously riding a bicycle and juggling. If there's one thing we women are good at, it's 
multi-tasking, she thought jubilantly. 

The Styx ramped the output of the Dark Light up several more times, until Mrs. Burrows 
could stand it no longer. 

"I pray that I might not let those about me spoil my peace of mind," she enunciated quite 
clearly — certain that she was actually saying the words aloud this time — then passed out. 
Every ounce of energy had been drained from her. 


In an instant, the Second Officer, now accompanied by the slightly younger First Officer, 
came into the room. The Second Officer began to release Mrs. Burrows' restraints. 

"So you got what you wanted?" the First Officer asked, sensing that all was not right. 

"She was shutting us out," one of the Styx said, and the Second Officer stopped what he was 
doing as both he and his colleague stared at the saturnine man. 

"But nobody's done that before," the Second Officer gasped in astonishment. 

The Styx were silent. 

"So you're not finished with her?" the First Officer ventured. 

"No, and in a few hours when she regains consciousness, we start all over again. We do it 
as many times as it takes," the Styx behind the Dark Light said. 

"We will break her," the other Styx agreed. 

"Even if it kills her?" the Second Officer asked. 

Both Styx shrugged indifferently. 

"So be it," they said, almost in unison. 


x x x x x 


Having climbed back to where his father was waiting, it took Will a while to persuade him 
that they should give the new passage a try. Complaining loudly, Dr. Burrows eventually agreed, 
and lowered himself down the rope. Will repeated the trip several times to fetch all their gear, 
then he planted a radio beacon before they set off down the passage only to find themselves at a 
fork. They chose which way to go at random, and were almost immediately faced with another 
intersection, then yet more, so that before long they had absolutely no idea what direction they 
were actually heading. 

But more significantly, they found that they were encountering some very steep gradients. 

"I reckon we've dipped quite some way below the seam now, Will observed as he leapt 
down an incline. 

Dr. Burrows wasn't happy. He hadn't been in favor of leaving the seam so early. "We don't 
know where we're going, we don't know where we're going," he sang in a bittersweet way. 

"We never know where we—" Will was just replying when they both heard a low noise, like 
a murmuring, coming from somewhere up ahead. 

Will had the aerosol up in a split second, as Dr. Burrows fumbled the Browning Hi-Power 
out of his pocket and pointed it nervously at the darkness. 

"Hold on, Dad, can't see any creepy-crawlies," will whispered as he used the headset to scan 
the stretch in front of them. 

They both listened. 

It came again. It wasn't just a murmuring, it was a voice, a human voice, and Will 
immediately recognized who it was. 

"Sounds like Chester!" he said to his father. 

"Careful, it could be that Limiter," Dr. Burrows warned in hushed tones. "Might be a trap." 

"No, that's Chester all right," Will decided, hardly able to contain his excitement. He 
dropped his voice several octaves, making it as gruff and manly as he could. "Chester Rawls, is 
that you?" he called out. 

Silence. Then Chester replied. 

"Will?" 

"Chester!" Will burst out in his normal voice, overjoyed. "Sure is me! I'm here with Dad, 
and we're both okay." 

"Thank God! I knew you'd be all right! Elliott and Martha are with me, and we're all fine 
too. I can't see you, but you sound really close?" 

"So do you! I've got my headset working again so we'll come to you," Will proposed. "Just 
keep talking so we can find you." 


"Got you, loud and clear," Chester confirmed. "And did those feet in ancient times, walk 
upon England's..." he began to sing, although he was so out of tune it was painful to listen to him. 

Then the strangest thing happened. As Will and Dr. Burrows moved into the labyrinthine 
network of passages before them, Chester's voice seemed to fade away, and there was absolutely 
no sign of him or the others. Flummoxed, Will and Dr. Burrows retraced their steps to the point 
they'd started from and, sure enough, they could hear Chester again. 

"Onward Christian soldiers, marching as to war..." the boy was singing. 

"Chester, can you hear me? Stop that awful racket for a second," Will said. 

"Course I can hear you. Where've you been? We've been waiting here like a bunch of 
muppets, and I'm getting a sore throat!" 

Dr. Burrows suddenly spoke up. "Chester, Dr. Burrows here. I think I know the reason for 
this. It might be similar to the whispering galleries you sometimes find in large churches or the 
layout of the tunnels, maybe helped by the fungus lining them, is reflecting our voices. We might 
be much further apart than we think — maybe even miles — but our voices are being transmitted 
by the acoustics." 

Martha now joined the conversation, her tone rather terse. "You stay put this time — it's our 
turn to find you." 

It was a good ten minutes before Chester, Elliott and then Martha stepped out from around a 
corner and revealed themselves. 

"Chester!" Will cried, leaping up as he saw the trio clearly through his headset. 

"That was really weird. Mushroom-powered radio! Now I've heard of everything," Chester 
exclaimed. But when he was close enough to see Will and Dr. Burrows’ military garb and their 
new weaponry, he was speechless, and simply stared at them. 

"Chester, you just won't believe where we've been. We found this fallout shelter, and a 
river, which we took up to the surface," Will replied. "We went back to Highfield. We went 
home." 

"Home?" Chester choked, almost unable to take in what Will was telling him. 

"Yeah, and Elliott, that number you kept repeating when you had the fever... I found out 
what it was," Will said. 

"Number?" she repeated as she tried to work out what he was talking about. Then it clicked. 
"The emergency number! So you saw him! Drake's alive!" 

Will nodded. "Certainly is. He was waiting for us in Highfield." 

As something detached itself from the shadows behind Chester, coming full pelt along the 
ground, Will yelled, "Watch out!" He gave whatever it was a full burst with the aerosol. 

Bartleby stopped in his tracks, a chaos of scrabbling legs on the fungus floor, then bolted 
back into the tunnel, yowling. 

"Thought it was a spider," Will said unapologetically. "So you took the traitor back in." 

"He may be a traitor, but he just led us to you," Chester replied. "Besides, you're one to talk 
— you took that lying twin back in." 

"They locked eyes, their expressions dead pan, then Will said 'touché,' and they broke into 
laughter. 

Chester took two massive strides over to his friend and hugged him. "Will, it's so good to 
see you,” he said. "But I'm not sure I'm ever going to forgive you for grubbing a quick holiday 
Topsoil, not without me." 

"You will when you see the food we've brought back with us. Fancy a curry?" Will said. 

"Is the sky blue?" Chester chuckled. 


x x x xX x 


Martha lit a fire to heat the food, and Elliott dived into the Bergen full of equipment from 
Drake. As Dr. Burrows sat by himself scribbling furiously in his journal, Will told Chester all 
about the underground harbor and their return to the surface. 

"So, we follow these radio beacons, and we can get home again. Simple as that? Chester 
said. "And we don't have to mess with the Deeps or the Colony." He punched the air with his 
fist. "Result!" he roared. 

"Yeah, but don’t forget what Drake said — we've got to make sure about Dominion first," 
Will reminded him. 

Chester arched his eyebrows. "And how exactly do we do that? If the Styx didn't reach the 
sub in time and they somehow survived the blast, then they've either been gobbled up by spiders 
or the Brights, or—" 

"Or they're still floating around here somewhere," Will interrupted. 

Chester looked doubtful. "They could be miles away by now. And if they did reach the sub, 
then they could be miles down. C'mon, Will, the likelihood is that they're out of the running, isn't 
it? 

"Drake wants us to make sure," Will said. 

"Then that's what we do," Elliott put in, her tone resolute. She'd been listening to the boys' 
conversation as she reverently handled the two spare Sten guns Will had brought with him. "We 
can have a scout round and see if Bartleby picks up any scent trails. And if the submarine got 
hooked up somewhere further down the void, we might not have to go too far to check it out." 

"But what if it's right at the bottom?" Chester posed. 

He never received an answer to his question, and he didn't much mind as at that moment 
Martha announced that the food was ready. 


x x x x x 


With Martha handling Bartleby, who was in full bloodhound mode as he strained on his lead 
and sniffed away at the fungus floor; they explored the passages. They were making their way 
lower and lower, until they reached the huge cavern that Elliott's explosion had carved out of the 
side of the void. Once there, Drake's climbing ropes gave them the means to work their way 
around to the other side of the cavern, past where the submarine had been, and into one of the 
tunnels that lay there. 

They trekked down this tunnel, and just as Martha was saying that they must be close to the 
void again, Will and Chester made a discovery that was to change everything. 

"Dad, you need to see this," Will called to him. 

"What is it now?" he answered cantankerously. He'd been moseying along at the back of the 
group, supposedly to protect them from any spider attacks to the rear. But he certainly wasn't 
being very vigilant, his can of repellent stuffed in his duffle-coat pocket. And he'd also been 
peculiarly uncommunicative for the last couple of hours. 

As he joined his son, Dr. Burrows saw that a tall boulder protruded from the fungus, and that 
the three-pronged symbol was scored into it. "Yes," he shouted, and hastily removed his Bergen. 
He delved into it and fished out the black-and-white photograph the submariner had taken. 

"Snap!" It's the same one," he confirmed as he held up the picture to compare it with the 
boulder before him. 

"And, Martha, you're right — we're at the edge of the void again," Will said. He stared 
down into the darkness where the showers of water fell, wondering where the submarine was. 
Then he wheeled round to face his father. "But what does this sign mean, Dad? That we're only 
at the beginning of the map on your tablets? That doesn't make sense, because it's a hell of a hike 
from the Pore to get here." 

Dr. Burrows didn't answer as he ran his fingers over the three deep notches chiseled into the 
boulder. 


"Dad, if you think about it, how can this be the beginning of the map?" 

Dr. Burrows looked up, his lips slowly curving into a smile as he nodded approvingly. 
"Good boy, Will, you got there, too. After you worked out how to put the tablets in the correct 
order, I assumed that they were describing the route from left to right. How mistaken I was to use 
our Western conventions, when I should have been thinking more laterally. The fact is, they 
describe the route right to left. So my premise that this symbol must be at the start couldn't have 
been more wrong. No, indeed, it marks the end." 

"If we're stopping here, I could brew up some tea?" Martha offered, but no one took any 
notice of her, least of all Dr. Burrows, who was putting on his Bergen again as if he was going 
somewhere. 

"I don't get it. If this is the end of the trail, where the heck is the rest of it?" Will asked. 
"Where did the ancient people go from here?" 

"Faith," Dr. Burrows merely replied. 

"Huh?" 

"Take physics, for example... the lower gravitational pull that we're experiencing down here 
is the reason that we lived to tell the tale after falling thousands of miles," Dr. Burrows said, 
lobbing his luminescent orb up and snatching it out of the air by the lanyard as it drifted down. 
The he stuck his hand through the lanyard, winding it around his wrist so it was held securely in 
his palm. "And if one continues to travel towards the center of any massive body — this planet, 
for instance — then it follows that the gravity will continue to decrease even further. Maybe to 
nothing. Maybe to a zero gravity belt." 

"Sorry, Dad, I don’t underst—" Will tried to say. 

"But I'm not just talking about faith in the laws of science. I'm talking about faith in one's 
convictions, in one's beliefs. For far too long, I lacked faith, and faith can move mountains, faith 
can open your eyes to whole new lands." 

"Well, are we going to take a breather here, or not?" Martha asked again. 

Dr. Burrows was only looking at his son as he spoke. "You think I've been callous and 
selfish, Will, but some ideas are too big and too important to let people get in the way. I'm sorry 
if you think I've been a poor father to you, but one day you'll understand." As he stepped slowly 
towards Will, he felt inside his coat for the radio beacon and, pulling it out, waved it in front of 
his son's face. "You'll be able to find me, if you want to. It's up to you." 

"What do you mean?" Will said. 

Dr. Burrows continued past Will and when he was on the ledge with just the void before 
him, he launched himself off. 

"Dad!" Will screamed, lunging at his father in an effort to grab him, but there was no way he 
could have reached him. Dr. Burrows had gone. 

"No!" Chester whispered. Martha and Elliott ran over to watch Dr. Burrows spiral into the 
vacuum below, the luminescent orb in his hand growing dimmer until there was no sign of it at 
all. 

"He just killed himself," Martha muttered in disbelief. "Is he mad?" 

After the initial shock, they all simply stared down into the infinite darkness. The Will 
began to whistle through his teeth in that random way Dr. Burrows did when he was deep in 
thought. 

"Dad may be a little crazy, but he's not mad," he replied eventually, with a glance at Martha. 
"What he was saying about the gravity does make sense." 

"Will, are you all right?" Chester asked. He placed a hand on his friend's shoulder, 
concerned at the detached way he was taking Dr. Burrows' death leap. It was the reaction that 
Chester would have expected. 

"By rights, the gravity should be even less towards the center of the planet, shouldn't it?" 
Will pondered out loud. 

"So what?" Chester spluttered. "We're hardly going to put it to the test, are we?" 


Will nodded, but not in response to Chester's question, but as if he'd suddenly remembered 
something. 

"Martha, you never told us what this void is called? Don’t the Seven Sisters all have names, 
like Puffing Mary or the Pore?" he asked as he slipped off his Bergen, and began to rummage 
through it. 

Martha shook her head. "Nathaniel and I never got round to it, and I didn't want to have 
anything to do with the place after he died," she said. 

Will smiled to himself. "But it should have a name. Everything has a name. Why don't we 
call it Smoking Jean, after my Auntie Jean, because her flat's sort of like a black hole too," he 
said. He took several radio beacons and a pair of larger devices, the trackers themselves, from the 
Bergen before putting it back on. Then he swung round to Chester, Elliott and Martha. 

"Talk to me, Will. What are you doing with those?" Chester asked, frowning. 

Will held up one of the trackers. With a pistol grip, it resembled some sort of stubby 
handgun, but it had a small dish at the front and a dial at the top. He switched it on and aimed it 
at the void where his father's signal caused the needle to vacillate and a slow ticking to come from 
the device. "That's my dad," he said. Then he made a quarter turn, and the needle showed a 
weaker signal and the ticking came more slowly. "And that's the way to the fallout shelter." 

He went over to the tall boulder with the carving. "Let's mark the spot, shall we?" Will said, 
activating a new radio beacon and then sliding it into a crack in the boulder. "And one for each of 
you,” he added, doling out the other three beacons to Chester, Elliott and Martha. He did this so 
quickly, they didn't have time to refuse him. 

"Why do I need this?" Elliott demanded, holding her beacon up. 

"Will?" Chester said, close to losing his patience. 

"Oh, yes, nearly forgot — you'll need this, too," Will added, thrusting a tracker into 
Chester's hand. "Follow the breadcrumbs and you'll get yourself home." 

"Don't be stupid. I'm not going anywhere without you," Chester growled, now very angry. 
As he tried unsuccessfully to give the device back to Will, it picked up the signal from the tall 
boulder and gave a rash of loud clicks. "I don't want this!" 

But Will seemed to be in a world of his own and wasn't listening to a word that was being 
said to him. "My guess would be that the twins made it to the sub, and they're down there in 
Smoking Jean somewhere." He chuckled to himself. "Isn't it funny? The Styx brainwashed me 
with their Dark Light so I'd jump and kill myself, but Drake helped me to stop it. And now I'm 
over it, that's exactly what—" 

Chester noticed that there was a glint in his friend's eye, and that meant trouble. "So help 
me, Will, if you..." he said, interrupting him, but he never completed the sentence. 

Will turned the second tracker on and following in his father's footsteps, he broke into a run 
towards the void. 

He flung himself from the edge. 

"Nooooooo! You bloody maniac!" Chester screamed, but Will never heard him, his ears 
filled with the sound of rushing air. 


% x x *% x 


In his time at the station, the Second Officer had seen and heard things a normal person 
would find it difficult to deal with. It was as if he'd become numb, as if he'd erected a barrier 
around himself so that he could filter out the horror. 

Now, as he waited in the corridor outside the closed door, that barrier didn't seem to be 
working. The screams were chilling — the sound of a human soul being torn in half. And he 
couldn't understand how they seemed to be sustained for so long, hardly pausing for breath to be 
drawn. 


Then, all of a sudden, a silence descended, which was even more chilling than the 
screaming. 

He heard the footsteps of the First Officer thudding on the damp flagstones as he 
approached. But the man had only come halfway down the corridor when he stopped and gave 
the closed door a quick glance. He grimaced, unhappy that the interrogation was taking so long, 
then slowly turned on his boot heels and began to walk away again, most likely to return to the 
front desk. In case any more Styx decided to turn up at the station. 

Thankful to be alone, the Second Officer wiped the sweat from his brow. For an instant his 
face contorted, as if he was about to weep. He didn't know why he should be feeling like this, but 
perhaps he'd had about all he could take of the misery and suffering that went on in this place. He 
regained his composure, and just in time too as he caught the low rumble of voices and the door 
swung open. 

The old Styx strode imperiously out, accompanied by his young assistant. 

"All done?" the Second Officer said. 

The old Styx looked up at him, surprised by his interest. 

"We got what we needed," he replied curtly. "We always do." 

"Er... she... is she... I mean... is she still... ?" the Second Officer asked. 

Arching his brows, the old Styx broke into his incoherent stream. "If you're asking if the 
Burrows woman is still alive, her heart appears to be beating and somehow she's breathing," he 
said, then moved to the side of the doorway. "See for yourself." 

The Second Officer stepped into the light flooding from the room. He could see the back of 
the chair in which Mrs. Burrows was still strapped. One of the Styx had unfastened the restraint 
around her head and it was slumped forward, and unmoving. Beyond her he saw three Styx, who 
were packing up a whole bank of Dark Lights. There must have been six or seven of these lights 
on the table, but at that moment the Second Officer was so overwrought he couldn't even count 
them. 

"She was a tough nut to crack," the young assistant commented. This was said with the 
detached air of a doctor discussing a patient's case notes. "One of the toughest yet." 

"Yes," the old Styx concurred. "Unusually resilient." He swept his hand in the direction of 
Mrs. Burrows motionless body. "What you see is merely a husk. I'm afraid there won't be 
anything much left in there — we had to break all the crockery in the shop. It's a shame because I 
was rather hoping we might use her again in the future." 

"She probably won't last the night," the young assistant said. 

"I was wondering..." the Second Officer began, his voice failing as the old Styx's hard eyes 
switched to him. 

"Yes?" the old Styx said. 

"If she hasn't got long, I could look after her," the Second Officer blurted out. 

The old Styx lowered his head, as if inviting an explanation. To say that the Second 
Officer's request was irregular would have been a rank understatement. 

"I mean, rather than let her die in the Hold. Even though she was a Topsoiler, she... she 
seemed like a good sort to me," the Second Officer gabbled, then shut his mouth and looked at his 
feet. 

For a moment no one spoke, then one of the other Styx came out of the room, carrying a 
Dark Light in his arms, and passed down the corridor. 

The old Styx smiled, but it wasn't a pleasant smile. It was the smile of someone who had 
learnt something they could use, and would use, in the future. 

"Have you got anyone at home, officer?" the old Styx inquired. "She'll need to be cared for 
while you're on duty." 

"My mother and sister," he replied. 

"Take her, then, but it's probably kinder just to let her fade away in the Hold," the old Styx 
said, and began to move off with the young assistant several paces behind him like a shadow. 


"All the king's horses and all the king's men couldn't put Humpty together again," he recited 
without looking back. 

The Second Officer waited until they were out of sight, then slid a finger around the inside 
of his starched collar. It was slick with sweat. He didn't know what had come over him. He 
should never have spoken out of turn like that. But he'd felt he had to. 

He took a deep breath to prepare himself before he went into the bright room. 
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This time Will was fully conscious. 

As he hurtled through the air, he went into an uncontrolled spin, then came out of it only for 
the same thing to happen again. The G-force was so powerful that his head swam and he thought 
he was going to be sick. But he quickly found that if he spread his limbs like a skydiver, he could 
bring himself out of the spins, which made his downward passage far smoother. And by angling 
his arms and legs, he could precisely direct his flight despite the encumbrance of the bulky 
Bergen and the weapons he was carrying, and avoid any collisions with the sides. 

He fell and fell and fell, and there was ample opportunity to ask himself if there would ever 
be an end to it, a happy end. 

"What have I done?" he shouted at the showers of water that fell with him, licking his lips 
and tasting their saltiness. He tried to mop the moisture from the lens of his headset so he could 
see more clearly, but it caused an imbalance and his trajectory became erratic. He quickly 
extended his arm again. His speed was so great that everything was shooting past and rather 
blurred, but he was doing his best to look out for the submarine. He had made a commitment to 
Drake that he would deal with the Rebecca twins and the Limiter, and he wasn't going to let him 
down. 

He could see the needle flickering on the tracker in his hand, and just about hear the clicks it 
was emitting. His father was somewhere below. 

His father... 

What if Dr. Burrows had got it dreadfully wrong? What if the gravity didn't show any 
further reduction, or, more to the point, what if the void wasn't deep enough for him to reach the 
areas where there was lower gravity? 

Oh, God, he hadn't thought of that! 

It had seemed like the right thing to do when he'd flung himself into the void... he had 
listened to his father's words about faith, and they'd made sense to him then. For the first time in 
a long time, Will had really understood why Dr. Burrows had been acting so incredibly selfishly. 
And Will had wanted to demonstrate that he too had faith, faith in his father. 

But now... well, he must have been off his head to jump. Maybe this was one grand gesture 
too many. 

Then he noticed that the onrush of air against his face seemed to be less intense. It wasn't 
snatching his breath away any more. And although it was difficult for him to be certain because 
the change had been so gradual, he could have sworn that he wasn't falling quite so rapidly. 

The tracker continued to click away merrily to itself, but there was still no sign of anything 
below — just the crimson glow from the incandescent rock on the sides of the void as he 
plummeted past. He felt the intense heat on his exposed skin for the milliseconds as he sped past 
these red-hot rocks, and heard the hiss as some of the cascades of brine were instantly turned to 
steam. 

Then he was absolutely sure he wasn't falling so fast. 

He could mop the moisture from the lens on his headset without going into a helter-skelter 
tumble. And he could study the sides of the void passing by, and take in the patterns created by 
the shifting water droplets as they accompanied him down. 

Some time later, he began to feel as if he was actually floating, but he realized that this 
might be his brain playing tricks on him because he'd been falling for so long. It was also about 
this time that he began to hear a low rumbling sound. Maybe it had always been there but he had 
been too preoccupied to notice it. 

As he listened further, the sound seemed to be growing louder, much louder even than the 
rush of air in his ears. He scanned down below him. 

What could be causing it? 


A bizarre picture of monstrously huge cogs and gearwheels flashed through his mind — 
maybe it was a vague memory of some children's story he had read when he was young. He tried 
to laugh it off, but the picture persisted. Perhaps he was heading towards the Earth's engine room, 
full of giants operating equally giant machines. 

He shook his head, as if he was trying to shake himself from a ludicrous dream. 

Due to the rumbling sound he couldn't hear the clicking from the tracker any more, but he 
could see the needle was going crazy. 

He scanned below him. 

There! 

In the corner of his eye he caught a tiny pinprick of light far far below. 

As a gust of wind buffeted him and he rotated in his flight, he lost sight of it and couldn't 
locate it again. Had it really been a light that he'd seen? It wasn't lava — that much was for sure 
— wrong color. 

Then he spotted the light again. And the display on the tracker seemed to show a higher 
signal when Will pointed it in the direction of the light. He angled his limbs and maneuvered his 
flight path towards it. 

As the light grew in size, he became less certain. Was this such a good idea? Although the 
tracker was indicating that his father's radio beacon was somewhere close to the light, he also 
couldn't dismiss the possibility that it might be the Styx. 

By now his speed had diminished to the point that he hardly felt as if he was falling at all, 
more like a soap bubble being buoyed along by the wind. 

The light grew bigger. It was giving off a blue glow, but he couldn't judge how far away it 
was. 

Making sure he had his Sten ready, he continued to glide towards the light. 

Just as he made out a long sleek shape below him, it came up much faster than he expected, 
and he crashed straight into it. It wasn't a hard impact by any means, but he banged his head and 
felt a little dazed. 

Someone helped him up. 

"Get off!" he shouted, immediately assuming it was the Styx. He tried to struggle with 
whoever it was, then saw the glint from a pair of glasses. 

It was his father. Will saw the intense blue glow coming from behind him; Dr. Burrows had 
evidently set off one of Drake's flares. And it took Will a couple of seconds to appreciate that he 
was actually standing on the submarine. He hadn't recognized it straight away because it was 
tipped over onto its side. Will had landed near one end of its hull, although he couldn't tell if it 
was the prow or the stern. 

Not knowing if he felt so euphoric because he was still alive, or because now he wasn't 
alone in this remote and isolated place at the bottom of the world, Will flung his arms around Dr. 
Burrows. Even that small movement sent them both shooting along the hull of the submarine for 
quite some distance. Talk about being weightless! 

As Will got himself back on his feet, he could almost feel himself drifting off the surface of 
the hull. He saw his father was wagging his finger at him, then he put his thumb and forefinger 
together to form a circle. Zero gravity — that was what Dr. Burrows was trying to tell him. It 
wasn't quite zero gravity, but Will was going to have to be extremely careful about how he moved 
around, unless he wanted to float over into the void, like a spacewalk gone wrong. Will nodded 
at his father to show he understood, and tried to talk to him, but his voice was lost under the 
rumbling sound. He realized then just how tumultuous it was. 

Still a little dazed, Will allowed Dr. Burrows to lead him to the conning tower which, 
because of the way the vessel had come to rest on its side, was sticking out into the void. Then 
his father was pointing at something far below them. Will leant over. In the distance, glimmers 
of light came and went, like lightning on the far horizon during a thunder storm. 

Dr. Burrows was attempting to tell him something, speaking directly into his ear. 


Will shrugged — the noise was far too great for him to hear. 

Dr. Burrows produced a scrap of paper and wrote on it. He showed the paper to Will. It 
was a single word. 

"Triboluminescence?" will mouthed back at Dr. Burrows, who nodded excitedly. Will 
know what that was — his father had demonstrated it to him once using two pieces of rock quartz 
which he'd rubbed hard together. In the darkened cellar of their home back in Highfield, Will had 
marveled at the eerie flashes of light suffusing through the milky crystals. Although at the time it 
had seemed like magic, it had something to do with energy being released when the bonds are 
broken in a crystal. So below him, unbelievably large pieces of some type of crystal must be 
grinding against each other. That would explain the sound. 

Will wondered if this was it — was this really the center of the Earth? 

The spectacle of the lights as they rippled in all directions — something like electrified 
cotton wool — was hypnotic, and father and son simply stared at it, filled with wonder. But there 
were other matters on Will's mind, and he eventually pulled his eyes away from the lights and 
looked down at the thick metal shell beneath his feet. As he contemplated the runnels of water 
running over its dull gunmetal surface, he was alert to the fact that the three Styx could be inside 
at that very moment. Inside with the Dominion virus. Perhaps it didn't matter now — perhaps 
there was absolutely no way for him, Dr. Burrows or any of the Styx to get back up the void 
again, so the threat had effectively been neutralized. But he was here now, and he had to make 
sure. 

He took out the climbing rope from his Bergen, and knotted one end to a metal cleat he 
found on the side of the conning tower. Better safe than sorry — even a small slip on the wet hull 
might send him careering off towards the huge crystals below. Keeping a tight grip on the rope, 
he stepped very carefully to what would have been the right way up. 

As Dr. Burrows watched him, Will began to lower himself over and into the conning tower. 
It only required the most minimal effort to make any sort of movement — the pull of gravity was 
almost non-existent. 

But as soon as he reached the observation platform, he froze. 

Not a meter away from him, there was something indescribable stuck to the duckboard 
flooring, which of course was now vertical rather than horizontal given the orientation of the 
submarine. Two crumpled white wings waved slowly in the air currents. 

"A Bright!" Will said through his clenched teeth. But as he looked further, he saw that its 
head and most of its abdomen were missing. The barbs at the end of its articulated legs were 
gripping onto the duckboard, which was the reason it hadn't drifted away. 

Will didn't have a can of repellent with him as it was in his Bergen, which he'd left with Dr. 
Burrows back on the hull. So instead he extended his Sten and prodded the Bright with the tip of 
its barrel. Nothing. He was pretty sure that it was dead — from the Bright's appearance he 
guessed that the Limiter had made short work of it, hacking the creature apart. Will jabbed it 
even harder, but there was still no sign that it was alive, so he moved across to the main hatch and 
tried it. It was firmly shut. 

Still giving the dead Bright wary glances, he began to rotate the wheel in the center of the 
hatch. As the wheel reached the open position, he checked his Sten to make sure the safety was 
off. This time he was ready for the twins. This time there would be no hesitation — he was 
going to open fire the moment either of them, or their pet Limiter, popped their heads up. He 
closed his eyes for an instant, steeling himself. 

Then, just as he was about to yank the hatch open, a small had seized his wrist, stopping 
him. 

He jerked his head up. 

It was Elliott. 

He couldn't believe it. Had she followed him down because of Drake's orders? He couldn't 
imagine any other reason she would have jumped into the void after him. Straight away he 


looked behind her to see if Chester had come with her, or Martha for that matter, but neither of 
them was there. 

Indicating to Will that he should move aside, she opened the hatch the tiniest fraction, then 
ran her fingers around the inside. She was suddenly very still, then shot a tense glance at Will. 
She delved inside her pocket and took out a length of twine, which she carefully attached to 
something just under the rim of the hatch. Not paying any attention to the dead Bright, she tied 
the other end of the twine to one of the slats of the duckboard flooring just beside it. Making sure 
the twine was drawn tautly, she produced a pair of rusty-looking clippers, which she nosed under 
the hatch, and then used both hands to operate. It was only then that the tenseness left her face 
and she allowed herself to relax. 

Will brought his Sten up, as Elliott very slowly swung the lid of the hatch open. She 
directed his attention to something just inside it, a package the size of a brick, with a wire 
extending from it. Or at least what was left of the wire after Elliott had attached the twine to it 
and cut it, so rendering it harmless. Will didn't need to be told that the package was some form of 
explosive device. The Limiter had rigged up a booby trap, probably putting it together from 
chemicals he'd found on the submarine. There was no other explanation. 

Will followed Elliott inside the conning tower, where she mouthed the words 'Wait here, 
then slipped outside the submarine again. Clinging to the ladder, Will kept on his guard, 
watching out for the Styx. Elliott was gone for less than a minute, reappearing with both Dr. 
Burrows and Bartleby, who she was tugging behind her on a lead. She closed the main hatch, and 
they all crept along the ladder to the submarine's bridge. Now they were inside, the rumbling 
sound was considerably reduced, giving them the opportunity to talk. 

"That was a close call," Will said, shaking his head. "Another second and I'd have set that 
bomb off. Thanks." 

Elliott held her finger to her lips. "Not so loud," she whispered, looking cautiously up and 
down the gangways at either end of the bridge. "And don't touch a thing!" she hissed at Dr. 
Burrows, who had begun to inspect the banks of equipment. "There might be a second trap round 
here somewhere." 

"Chester? And Martha?" Will asked. "They didn't come with you?" 

Elliott shook her head. "Just me and the Hunter." 

She used Bartleby to make a thorough search of all the compartments, checking for trip 
wires as she went. Will followed behind, covering her with his Sten. The orientation of the 
submarine and the fact that they couldn’t use the gangways didn't matter, because they were able 
to float along in mid-air, like divers swimming though a submerged wreck. As there was no sign 
of the twins or the Limiter, they made their way back to the bridge where Dr. Burrows was 
waiting. 

"I never expected you to come after me," Will said to Elliott, in a half question. "You didn't 
need to." 

"Lucky for you I did," Elliott replied, but didn't offer any sort of explanation. 

"And Chester — do you know what he's going to do?" Will asked her. 

"No, he didn't really say, although I think he might try to go to his Topsoil home. But he did 
say the next time he saw you he'd know the living daylights out of you. He said you should've at 
least discussed it with him before taking a flying jump over the edge like that." 

"I was afraid he'd try to stop me," Will muttered. 

But Elliott was already thinking ahead. "So the Styx aren't here, but because they rigged the 
explosive on the main hatch we know that at least one of them survived. So they've either hidden 
the virus somewhere in this submarine, or—" 

"Or they've got it with them," Will interrupted her. 

"Correct," she said. "So our job isn't done yet." 

"I bet this was one of the new generation of subs with stealth drives the Russians and 
Americans were both developing," Dr. Burrows suddenly piped up. "Maybe the Russians were 


using it to spy on us from the North Sea, and as a subsea plate shifted it was sucked down into 
this void." 

"Smoking Jean... I've called this void Smoking Jean," Will said. 

"After Celia's sister... how very appropriate." Dr. Burrows grinned momentarily, then he 
was off again on his theory. "And maybe no one knows this sub has been lost because the 
Russian government would hardly want to publicize th—" 

"Focus," Elliott cut him off sharply. "We need to focus. There's absolutely no point 
hanging round here. I'm going to set a charge to blitz everything inside this sub, in case they've 
left the virus here. Then we need to find out just where they've got to." 

"But how? In this place? Will asked her, then glanced at Bartleby who was cleaning his 
nether parts. "Use Bartleby the Traitor to sniff them out?" 

She nodded. "We'll do a full three-hundred-and-sixty-degree search around the submarine," 
she proposed. "It'll be faster if we split up — I'll take the area below the submarine. Will, you 
can take the shelf and the areas either side, and—" 

"No way," Will countered immediately. 

"Why not?" 

"Because every time they do that in the films something terrible happens. We stick together. 
And we make bloody sure Bartleby stays with us, because when the cat runs off and someone has 
to go and fetch it, that's really bad news too." 

"You're your mother's son," Dr. Burrows commented wryly. 

Elliott glanced from Will to Dr. Burrows. "I don't know what you're talking about, but if it 
makes you feel better, we can keep together," she sighed. "Now make yourselves scarce while I 
set up the charges." 


Once she had returned outside, Elliott linked them all together with the climbing rope. Will 
watched her as she was doing this. Although she had risked everything to reach this phenomenal 
depth in the Earth, and there might be no going back, there was a grim determination about her. 
She was set on doing her duty and finding the Styx. Will drew strength from this. Maybe he'd 
acted on a rash impulse when he jumped after his father, but he was proud that he'd also risked 
his life to do what he had to do. Just as Drake would have expected of him. 

They made a thorough search of the fungal ledge around the submarine. Bartleby didn't 
pick up any trails there, so they began to climb down the inclined side of the void underneath the 
ledge, on the look out for any caves or openings, or any evidence that the Styx had gone the same 
way. As they reached another fungal shelf below, Bartleby was becoming increasingly agitated. 
Will didn't know if the constant rumbling was putting him off, but whatever it was, he didn’t 
seem to be finding any trace of the Styx. 

As they climbed still further down the void they found that there were no more fungal ledges 
below them, and were forced to cling to the bare rock face. The biggest risk remained that if one 
of them made a sudden movement, he or she might send all of them careering off into the void. 


x x x x x 


When Elliott's charges in the submarine finally detonated, they had covered quite some 
distance, and heard nothing of the explosion over the unceasing rumbling. Nevertheless, as they 
all paused to watch the brief blaze of light above them, Will felt a little strange because with the 
submarine gutted they now had nowhere they could return to. They were very much alone in this 
alien environment, where trying to find three Styx was tantamount to searching for three needles 
in the biggest haystack you could imagine, and in the darkest of nights, too. 


After a while Elliott drew them to a halt and indicated that they should reverse direction and 
go back up. She obviously thought they'd gone far enough and that it was time to search higher 
up the void. 

It was exactly at this moment that one of the group made an over-zealous movement. 

Before they knew it, they were sailing away from the wall at some speed and out into the 
middle of the void. Will could see Elliott's panic-stricken face and her open mouth as she 
screamed, then he realized he was doing exactly the same. But he couldn’t hear anything except 
the jaw-rattling rumbling, and there was nothing that he or any of the others could do but to grab 
tightly on to each other, with a very anxious Bartleby trailing several meters behind them on his 
tether. 

They eventually ran out of steam as the air resistance brought them to a halt. 

But it wasn't quite a halt. They were still drifting through the nothingness a the center of the 
void, similar to when the engine of a boat fails and it's left to the vagaries of the currents. 

Bartleby was thoroughly confused and hadn't stopped threshing his long limbs in an attempt 
to get back to the side. Now Will and Elliott joined in with him, paddling with their hands and 
kicking out, anything to get themselves into motion again, but it was all to no avail. As the hours 
passed the three of them attempted to communicate with each other, but what could they do? 
There were no fungal ledges to aim for, and even if there were, they had no means of reaching 
them. And while Will and Elliott remained in a state of panic, Dr. Burrows appeared strangely 
composed. 

They gravitated towards a large boulder, which was spinning slowly on its axis, and were 
eventually able to seize hold of it. Its surface was pitted and rusty, like that of an asteroid. They 
clung to it for a while, then, at Dr. Burrows’ suggestion, they used it to push themselves off, 
precisely as though they were three divers jumping into a pool. Equal and opposite forces, Will 
thought as they went one way and the boulder the other. Although it really didn't get them 
anywhere, Will was using his headset to check the space around them, hoping and praying there 
would be something else to help them. They bumped into pieces of rock and sometimes 
encountered small cloudlike formations of gravel, but nothing substantial. Will was still scanning 
all around them when, with a start, he realized he could no longer see the sides of the void. They 
seemed to have disappeared altogether. Looking over his shoulder, he saw that they were some 
distance behind, and growing smaller by the second. 

Will knew then that they had gone beyond the void. 

He pointed frantically in an effort to tell his father, but Dr. Burrows just shrugged in 
response. Slowly but surely they seemed to have floated into a totally new area. Into the area 
where the triboluminescent flashes came and went. 

Will broke into a cold sweat as he saw that ahead of them was an infinite darkness. It was 
as though they had been shot beyond the stratosphere and into outer space, but this was some kind 
of inner space at the center of the Earth. 

All that they could do was watch the triboluminescence as they gradually approached a 
continuous belt of what appeared to be floating mountains of crystal. As these crystals trundled 
ponderously around against each other, the evanescent but regular bursts of light zipped through 
the belt, allowing Will to make out that it stretched as far as the eye could see to the left and the 
right. The closest thing he could compare it to was the satellite photographs he'd seen of the rings 
of Saturn. There was a dreamlike quality to the lights, and as he stared at them, he found he was 
becoming almost mesmerized. This must be one of the wonders of the planet, he thought to 
himself, knowing that he might not be around long enough to tell anyone about it. 

And it was impossible to judge distances. Wave upon wave of nausea washed through Will, 
and this wasn't solely due to the effect of the zero gravity on his stomach. It was because he had 
the impression he was falling towards the lights from an incredible height. And at other times his 
mind played tricks on him; he really believed the lights were in touching distance and would try 
to reach out to them. They became a string of Chinese lanterns flickering on and off. But as he 


regained his sense of perspective, he knew that there was probably a vast distance between where 
he was and where the belt of crystal mountains lay. Will wondered if they would simply die of 
hunger as they drifted there, marooned in the night-black darkness, or if they ever did get as far as 
the rotating crystals perhaps they'd be crushed to a paste between them. 

Then Dr. Burrows gathered them together and was trying to explain something by scribbling 
on a scrap of paper and motioning with his hands. In the end, he gave up and simply took Will's 
Sten gun from him. He slipped off the safety catch and, without any warning, he shot it. It was 
as though a retro rocket had been fired. Bartleby had been startled by the muzzle flash from the 
weapon and Elliott had a devil of a job to restrain him, but they were on the move again. The 
recoil from the Sten had propelled them at some considerable speed, although not back towards 
the void, but deeper into the place where the crystal mountains were slowly turning. 

Will couldn't for the life of him understand what his father was hoping to achieve, but he 
didn't attempt to stop him. At least he seemed to have a plan. Dr. Burrows continued to fire the 
Sten. Will and Elliott reloading the magazines for him each time he emptied the weapon. 
Sometimes the shots made them wheel dizzily around as they went, but more often than not Dr. 
Burrows got them just right and they sped along at a fair lick. 

Will found he'd completely lost track of time. They hadn't eaten anything or slept for what 
seemed like ages, but the whole scale of the place was so mind-blowing and so terrifying that 
none of them dwelt on this for very long. 

And words such as up or down, left or right held little meaning in this place — there was 
only the crystal belt to orientate themselves on. 

It may have taken them as much as a day — Will really couldn't tell — but they entered an 
area where dust particles and water droplets hung in the air, making everything hazy. May hours 
later, it seemed to Will, they'd passed through this area and were moving away from the crystal 
belt. Just as he was wondering if the dust they'd traveled through was at the very edge of the belt, 
ht thought he caught a glimpse of what his father was aiming for. 

Dimly visible in the distance, he spotted a beam of light. It was different from the 
triboluminescence — it was constant. And it gave them all hope. 

With each shot from the Sten, the beam of light was coming that little bit closer. And when 
Will looked back, they definitely seemed to be leaving the crystal belt behind. But as Dr. 
Burrows fired the weapon time and time again, Will began to worry that they'd run out of 
ammunition. Then he found they were actually in the beam of light. There was a quality to it, a 
warmth that prompted him to think it could be sunlight, but that notion didn't make much sense to 
him. 

At one point, Dr. Burrows stopped using the Sten and became terribly animated as he jabbed 
a finger towards the crystal belt. The column of light penetrated it like a searchlight, enabling 
them to see that it was not only composed of the huge rotating crystals. No, between them were 
suspended large bodies of water, like huge raindrops, but these suggested the size of lakes, seas or 
maybe even oceans. And in these bodies of water, there appeared to be moving objects. It may 
have been a trick of the light, but they all swore later that they had caught sight of huge snake-like 
creatures, and fish as large as whales. 

Dr. Burrows continued to use the recoil from the Sten to drive them towards the source of 
the light, which grew so strong that Will switched his headset off. He saw that Elliott was 
smiling, and then he realized why. They seemed to have left the huge area and entered a new 
void. The illumination allowed them to see its walls were all around them. They were still 
moving towards where the light was originating, moving deeper inside this void. And little by 
little gravity was returning. And the rumbling sound was diminishing too. 

It was hard to tell because of its scale, but this new void appeared to be cone-like, with 
steeply angled sides. Dr. Burrows drove them closer to one of the sides, where they could see no 
sign of the ubiquitous fungus, but something much more surprising. They began to notice small 
specks of green in amongst the rocks. These were Alpine plants growing together in clumps in 


the scree. These specks of green became more numerous the further in they traveled, until 
eventually they were joined by gnarled looking trees, sorry looking specimens with twisted trunks 
and very little foliage, which gave the impression they were hanging on to the steep sides for dear 
life. And when, finally, Elliott spotted a ridge on the side wall, Dr. Burrows took them over to it. 

Like survivors washed up from a shipwreck, they crawled a little way, and then just lay 
there, panting and more grateful than it was possible to express that they were on terra firma 
again. Elliott had the presence of mind to rope them to one of the trees — the last thing they 
wanted was to drift off again. 

They passed around a canteen of water, and although the rumbling sound was at more 
bearable levels and they could hear each other, they barely exchanged a word, because none of 
them knew quite what to say. But they were alive, and as they realized this, their sheer fatigue 
overtook them and they slept. 


"And do the Princes fade from earth, scarce seen by souls of men," the old Styx declaimed, 
as he stood by the very edge of the Pore in the Deeps. 

A little distance round the perimeter, ranks of soldiers in formation were lining up and 
leaping from the edge. As these Limiters deployed their parachutes, they resembled windborne 
seeds drifting gently down into the wide expanse of darkness. Each soldier was loaded with 
equipment, and a number had large bundles dangling below their feet, which writhed and 
growled. 

"Takin' the dogs with them, too?" said a perturbed voice. "Why are so many of yer soldiers 
taking the plunge? Either this is a suicide mission, or yer know something I don't." 

"But tho' obscur‘d, this is the form of the Angelic land," the old Styx continued. He turned 
slowly to regard the misshapen human form, its head draped with filthy cloth, which had 
materialized beside him. "I wondered how long it would take for you to show up, Cox," the old 
Styx said. 

Cox was silent for several seconds, and then as he spoke there was indignation in his voice. 
"Nobody told me ‘bout this. What are yer Limiters up to? And what's with the dogs — why do 
they need stalkers with them?" 

"We have recently learnt that the twins are still alive." 

"Down the Pore?" Cox gasped. "No, can't be." 

"It can be — our information is indisputable. So there's every chance we can recover the 
Dominion phials." 

"Ah, that's good. So—" Cox gushed, but the old Styx silenced him with a flash of his 
obsidian eyes. 

"Let me finish. Not only did the twins survive, but also the Burrows child and, so it 
transpires, did Elliott." 

"Burrows? Elliott?" Cox gulped. On hearing this, his head twitched like a bird's and he 
took a hasty step back from the old Styx. As nebulous as his body was, from the way he was 
holding himself there was no doubting that this piece of information had made him acutely 
nervous. 

"Yes, they're both down there somewhere," the old Styx said, rubbing his chin absently. 
"And if I recall correctly, your side of the bargain was to deliver up Will Burrows and anyone 
who'd had contact with him, and in this you have failed us singularly. And to add insult to injury, 
Drake is loose Topsoil, and he's been a minor but very real irritation." The old Styx raised his 
black-gloved hand and a pair of Limiters immediately appeared either side of Cox, hoisting him 
into the air between them. 

"But I am not without compassion." The old Styx grinned, showing rather too much of his 
teeth. "I'm prepared to give you the opportunity to honor your commitments," he said. 


"No, please, no, no," Cox gibbered as it dawned on him what the old Styx was saying. 

"Isaiah, chapter twenty-eight, verse fifteen — "We have made a covenant with death, and 
with hell are we at agreement," the old Styx said. 

"You don't want to do this, not to yer old friend Coxy." 

"Deal's a deal," the old Styx said simply. With that the Limiters heaved Cox into the Pore. 
As he corkscrewed downwards his filthy black stole flapped in the wind behind him, making him 
look like a particularly hideous warlock short of one broomstick. 

"Rough justice — wasn't that what you said, Cox? Rough justice?" the old Styx yelled, his 
voice echoing around the Pore. 


36 


Will opened his eyes. He found he was lying on his front, his head resting in the scree, and 
only centimeters away from his nose there was a most curious sight. It was a slow-moving 
creature, which for all intents and purposes could have been a well-fed slug. But what set it apart 
from the common garden variety was that it had alternating stripes of light and dark green down 
its back, which seemed to pulse with iridescent light. 

As he was going cross-eyed, Will pulled himself back so he could see the slug more clearly. 
It sensed his movement and immediately stopped in its tracks. 

"Hello," Will said. As it continued to hold completely still, he puffed slightly on it. 

All of a sudden, the slug seemed to roll itself inside out so that the vivid greens were 
replaced by a dull grey color, almost indistinguishable from the rock it had been slithering across. 
At the same time it contracted into a ball. If one hadn't known better, one would have assumed 
that it was merely a satisfying round pebble. 

As it was insisting on playing dead — or playing at being a piece of inanimate rock — Will 
blew on it again. This time there was no reaction at all, so he blew even harder. 

There was a popping sound and it flicked itself vertically into the air like a flea, and was 
gone. 

"What the...?" Will exclaimed, sitting up sharply. 

As he scanned around, he saw Elliott and Bartleby were still asleep. However, his father 
was wide awake, lounging against a small fern tree. 

"Did you see that?" Will said to him. 

His father nodded, but his eyes were burning with an intensity that had nothing to do with 
the discovery of a flying slug. 

"I've never seen anything like it before... must be a completely new species," Will said. 

Dr. Burrows held up a hand. "Will, that's really not important... not right now.” 

"What do you mean?" 

"Just look around you. Haven't you realized where we are? We made it... we're actually 
inside the planet. We're inside planet Earth!" 

Will didn't answer straight away, angling his head to catch the golden light filtering down 
from above. "But... no... that's sunlight up there," he said falteringly. 

"Yes, Will, it's sunlight, but not from our sun," Dr. Burrows said. "That ancient race knew a 
thing or two — they found a way through here, and we've followed in their footsteps. We made it 
through, just like they did. We've bloody done it!" 

Will frowned deeply as something struck him. "Dad... when we drifted off the side and into 
the middle of the void, I thought Bartleby had done it — I thought he'd pushed us off." Dr. 
Burrows held his son's gaze as he continued. "But it wasn't him at all, was it? It was you." 

As Elliott mumbled in her sleep, Dr. Burrows touched his finger to his lips. "Shhh — not so 
loud, Will." 

But Will wasn't about to be silenced. "You were making darned sure we couldn't get back. 
And when you were firing my Sten, you didn't know where you were taking us, did you? You 
had no idea if we'd make it here, or if we'd just die somewhere in that horrific place?" 

"No, no idea at all," his father admitted. "It was a shot in the dark." He looked very pleased 
with himself at his unintentional pun, and repeated it again. "A total shot in the dark." 

"You—!" Will growled, appalled that his father had been so ready to risk their lives, and 
then could be so casual about it. 

"You're quite right to feel like that, Will, but just look at what we've achieved," Dr. Burrows 
said softly, glancing again at Elliott. "And I'd advise you to keep mum about all this, because 
now's the time we need to pull together, and get ourselves to the top. If you rock the boat with 
young Ellie over there, it isn't going to help us any." 


"She's called Elliott, and you're a bloody wacko. You could have killed us with your crazy 
ideas," Will accused him. 

"Well, I didn't, did I?" Dr. Burrows retorted. "And if we'd just hung around at the bottom of 
the void, how long do you think we'd have lasted?" He raised his eyes towards the light. "Look, 
Will, when we get to the top and there's nothing there but some solar-swept barren desert, then 
you can congratulate yourself for being right... as we all die from starvation and get lethal skin 
cancers." He nodded to himself. "Like Icarus, we will have flown too close to the sun." 

Will didn't know how to respond to this. Dr. Burrows turned everything on its head, so that 
if Will was right, then it sounded as though they were all doomed. Will lay back on the scree, and 
when Elliott finally woke up he didn't tell her what his father had confessed. Besides, what 
difference did it make now?" 


Still roped together, they climbed further up the interior of the giant crater, and the air 
became warmer and the light grew brighter. The crater wall was inclined at approximately forty 
degrees, but despite this the going hadn't been too arduous at first because they were still 
relatively weightless. However, as they rose higher, the increase in gravity pulled them down, 
making them feel like they were dragging themselves through molasses. The vegetation also 
became more abundant, which didn't help matters either. They were forced to dispense with the 
climbing rope because it kept getting hung up on the larger trees, but then there were frequent and 
rather frightening occasions when one of them lost their footing and began to tumble pell-mell 
down the inside of the crater wall. The trick was to spread one's limbs and grab at the nearest 
shrub or tree to stop oneself from falling further. 

As the light grew in intensity, Elliott was clearly having problems as she groped her way up 
the incline. It was very different to the cat-like nimbleness she usually exhibited, but Will wasn't 
overly surprised. She'd never experienced anything like these levels of illumination before, and 
he just hoped she'd be able to adjust to it. 

Then they encountered a stretch where nothing grew and the incline was covered with a dark 
brown residue which coated all the rocks and saturated the soil. 

"Some sort of oil slick?" Will asked his father. He looked ahead, trying to work out where it 
had come from. 

Dr. Burrows rubbed the glutinous dark substance between his fingers, then took a sniff at it. 
"Yes, in a way. I think it's bitumen," he decided. 

"What — same as the stuff they use on roads?" Will said, not liking the sound of this. 

"Yes, but this is naturally occurring — it must be flowing out of the strata. One theory is 
that it's derived from huge accretions of primordial microscopic organisms which, over the 
centuries, bacteria breaks down to leave to just this fraction." Dr. Burrows wiped his fingers on 
his trousers. "By the way, try not to get too much on your skin — it's not unknown to have 
arsenic and other nasties in it." 

"Bit late for that," Will muttered, examining his hands as they set off again. 


x x x x x 


After what seemed like several days of hauling themselves through the ever more abundant 
vegetation and further deposits of bitumen, they were finally out of the crater and on level ground 
again. 

"Incredible!" Dr. Burrows cried. "We're here!" 

"Wherever that is," Will said under his breath. "I thought we'd never reach the top." He 
stretched his back, enjoying being able to stand up again. 


Dr. Burrows slipped off his Bergen. "Don't think I'll be needing this. Not in this climate," 
he said, as he removed his duffle coat. He took out his binoculars. "Just look at this place!" he 
exclaimed. "It's beautiful." 

Screwing up his eyes, Will began to scrutinize the range of hills that formed the horizon 
whichever direction he turned, and then he examined the deep red soil underfoot. 

Elliott staggered a few paces, and raised her hand to shield herself from the fiery ball of light 
in the sky. "It's scorching," she puffed. 

"That's because the sun is always directly overhead," Dr. Burrows informed her. "Here it's 
always midday." 

"What are you talking about?" Will spat. 

Dr. Burrows studied his compass, then looked up. "The Earth doesn't orbit around this sun 
— this second sun is up there in the sky day in, day out... in fact, there is only day... there's no 
night at all here." 

"Only day," Elliott echoed, meeting Will's eyes. 

If what Dr. Burrows was saying was right, Will realized how strange this concept must be 
for her. Her whole life had been spent underground and all she'd known up to this point was the 
permanent shade of subterranean lands. Talk about going from one extreme to the other. 

"The Garden of the Second Sun," Dr. Burrows proclaimed as he continued to survey their 
surroundings. "I shall call it Roger Burrows Land!" 

At this point, it all became too much for Will. "Dad, I'm sorry but I'm not buying this 
second sun stuff," he said, shaking his head. He thrust his finger at the scene before them. "Look 
at the woodland, or forest, or whatever it is over there on the sides of the hills." He shrugged. 
"All perfectly normal. How can you say we're inside the planet when it all appears so normal? 
And tell me something — if you're right, why can't I see the land curve upwards ?" 

"Well, even if those hills weren't blocking our view," Dr. Burrows explained patiently, "the 
massive scale of this second world, combined with the heat haze, would probably make it difficult 
for us to see very far. But maybe, given favorable microclimatic conditions, we will be able to 
observe a little more of the other sides of the sphere." 

Will shook his head again. "So that big burning thing in the sky is what exactly?" 

"I told you — it's the second sun. It must have been here from the beginning of time, when 
our planet was created after the Big Bang. And here it's been all that time, without any of us 
knowing it, spinning away in its own secret existence. 

"You're saying it's like some sort of star?" Will ventured, frowning. 

"Yes. A cloaked star. I suspect it might not be an isolated case, and there are others out 
there in the universe, but of course we have no way of seeing them," Dr. Burrows suggested. 
"And common sense dictates that it's far smaller than the sun in the middle of our solar system — 
it has to be in order to fit inside our planet." 

"Oh, come on," Will shot back quickly. "Somehow, and I don't know how, we've managed 
to climb up another of the pores — one that's open at the top — and we're on the surface again. I 
know the plants are a bit weird..." he hesitated as his gaze fell on a large blue flower the size of a 
beach ball, "but maybe we've come up in Africa or something. Listen to those crickets — don't 
you get them in Africa?" 

Nobody spoke as they listened to the rhythmic clicking sounds coming from all over. 

"Cicadas," Dr. Burrows decided. "They sound like cicadas, which you get in tropical areas 
like—" 

"Told you," Will interrupted him. "We're back on the surface." 

"Really?" Dr. Burrows said. "If that's so, then what about the gravity? Go on — try it." 

"All right, I will," Will replied, taking up the challenge. He bounded up and down several 
times, reaching unfeasible heights above the ground with each successive jump. As he stopped 
jumping, he seemed undecided. "Feels lower than normal." 


"Thank you," Dr. Burrows said a little scornfully. "In fact, it's much lower. And that's 
because it's mainly centrifugal force keeping you on the inside of this rotating space, which is less 
than the force of gravity we're used to back on the surface." Dr. Burrows stopped speaking as 
they heard a twittering noise and a flock of flame-red birds swooped past. They were the size of 
pigeons, but far more refined in appearance, with long tail feathers and, most remarkably, they 
had two pairs of wings, and fine, curving beaks almost ten centimeters in length. One of the birds 
dipped down to the blue beach ball flower and , hovering by it like a humming bird, poked its 
beak deep inside the bloom to collect nectar. 

"Ever seen anything like that before?" Dr. Burrows asked his son. 

"Can't say I have," Will conceded reluctantly. 

As they turned to begin the journey towards the mountains, Bartleby sprang up and grabbed 
the flame-red bird in his jaws. 

"Bartleby! No!" Will shouted, but it was too late. 
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Elliott led them towards a V she'd spotted in the hills, which turned out to be the right 
decision because a pass lay there. Although this meant they hadn't had to do any more climbing, 
the 'woodland or forest' Will had referred to was the thickest jungle imaginable, and it took them 
many hours to push their way through the tangle of vegetation and go even a short distance. But 
as they finally emerged from it, they found they were at the edge of an area of scrubland, perhaps 
a kilometer square. It was bordered by more jungle, which rose to an incredible height and 
looked even more dense than the stretch they'd just come through. 

"I wonder why this area isn't overgrown too," Dr. Burrows pondered, as he went down on 
one knee and began to poke around in the grass, muttering something about 'pioneer colonies’ of 
plants. 

"Hey," Will said to his father as he spied several herds of animals grazing on the distant 
reaches of the clearing. 

In an instant Dr. Burrows was up and peering through his binoculars. "Buffalo," he said. 
"But see over there." He pointed to a far corner of the scrub land. 

"Zebra?" Will suggested, just able to make out their black and white markings. 

"They're like zebra, but the stripes stop behind their forelegs... Will... I don believe they're 
quagga!" Dr. Burrows exclaimed, then gave a slightly hysterical giggle. 

"Nah. Quagga are extinct,” Dad," Will said dismissively. "The last one died in a zoo in—" 

"I know, I know — the eighteen-eighties... a zoo in Amsterdam." Dr. Burrows lowered his 
binoculars. "But they haven't been hunted to extinction here. It's as though they've been given a 
second chance!" 

"You mean we've been given a second chance," Will contradicted him. 

Dr. Burrows was silent as something else caught his eye and he passed the binoculars to his 
son. "Just above the tree-line — tell me what you see." 

"Looks like smoke — a big cloud of it," Will answered. 

"Yes, I saw that," Dr. Burrows said. "A bushfire, I'd say. The foliage probably gets so 
overheated that fires break out spontaneously. From a quick examination of the ground round 
here, there appears to be a thick layer of ash under the new raft of vegetation." He paused 
dramatically. "But I wasn't talking about the smoke. Take another look, Will." 

Will adjusted the binoculars. He didn't say anything, but then lowered them and met his 
father's eyes. "Pyramids.... two of them." 

"Yes," Dr. Burrows said, "and they're—" 

"— look like Mayan pyramids," Will interrupted him. The tops are flattened, just like 
them." 


"Yes... Mayan pyramids," Dr. Burrows agreed. "But I counted three of them. We should 
head for the nearest." Dr. Burrows decided on the spot. 

As they trekked across the clearing, the herds of grazing animals seemed not to take the 
slightest notice of them, as if they held no fear of human beings. But Will was feeling more and 
more uncomfortable. He held out his forearm to examine it. 

"What's the matter?" Dr. Burrows asked him. 

"It's the sun — I can't stay in this much longer. It's burning me to hell," Will said. 

Fortunately, they were close to the perimeter of the scrub land and Will was soon able to 
take shelter under the thick canopy of trees. 

"Happier now?" Dr. Burrows said to him as they stopped to drink some water. 

Then they pressed on, battling their way through the jungle, which was almost impenetrable. 
Dr. Burrows compared it to Amazonian rainforest, telling Will and Elliott that the trees were 
several times taller than those in any Topsoil rainforests. Then they had some respite as they 
came to several stretches where the going was far easier. The leaf cover was so dense above 
these stretches that it was really quite dark on the jungle floor, and much cooler. Here there was 
little to hinder their progress except the tremendously thick tree trunks and a few smaller bushes, 
from some of which dangled exotic fruit. Now she was out of the bright sunlight, Elliott seemed 
to be in her element as she took the lead and upped the pace. 

They also caught fleeting glimpses of what appeared to be antelope and gazelle. Elliott 
spotted a large snake coiled around a branch high above them, and although it was motionless, 
they were careful not to walk underneath it. And on the ground, hiding in the leaf detritus, there 
were smaller reptiles — vividly colored lizards — and frog-like amphibians, which delighted 
Bartleby as he sniffed inquisitively at them and they scuttled or hopped frantically away from 
him. 

Dr. Burrows had been whistling in his atonal, random way as he took in the varied fauna, 
but all of a sudden fell silent, and strode past Elliott with an air of self importance. He'd clearly 
made up his mind that it was his place to lead the party. However, after he nearly blundered 
straight into a fast-moving river, which was completely hidden by a thick mat of vegetation, he 
dropped back and let Elliott take the lead again. And they all took more care about where they 
were treading. 

Following Dr. Burrows' compass bearing, they finally came to the edge of the jungle. They 
stepped out into a clearing. Some fifty meters away was the nearest of the pyramids. 

Will and Dr. Burrows stopped dead on the spot. Dr. Burrows was examining it through his 
binoculars, greedily taking in the detail of each of the tiers, as he worked his way to the very top. 

"God almighty, just look at that! Do you see all those carvings? It's stunning!" he cried. 
"And, Will, look at the scale of it! The apex is way up above the trees!" 

"What are those?" Elliott said, squinting at the sky. Huge clouds loomed overhead, blanking 
out the sun so completely it was as if dusk had suddenly come upon them. At the same time the 
calls of the cicadas and the birds stopped, leaving an eerie silence. 

"Don't worry — they're just clouds. You get them Topsoil, too," Will told her as there was a 
blinding flash of lightning. In the next instant, they were pelted by a torrential rain. 

"It's a monsoon," Dr. Burrows laughed. 

Will was holding his arms out, letting the rain wash over him. "Ahh, that's just what I 
needed!" he yelled above the noise of the storm. But a few seconds later, the downpour had 
grown so powerful it was knocking them off their feet. "Ow! It hurts!" Will cried as they beat a 
hasty retreat back into the jungle. "That was a bit more than I needed," he complained. 

As the three of them watched the deluge from the edge of the jungle, they heard a crashing 
sound as something seemed to be crashing through the trees. It wasn't long before they 
discovered what had caused it — some twenty meters behind them a hefty branch dropped to the 
ground. 


"The trees certainly take a beating," Dr. Burrows said as Will and Elliott went over to 
inspect the fallen branch. Will frowned, then bent over and, using both hands, plucked something 
from it. 

"An apple... as big as a head?" he said, holding the massive fruit up so his father could see it. 

It certainly resembled a giant apple, with beautiful rosy patches on its flawless green skin. 
Using Cal's penknife, Will cut a hunk nearly the size of a slice of watermelon from it. 

"Let me see," Elliott asked, and Will passed it to her. At first she simply sniffed it, then she 
took a bite out of it. "That's good. Have some," she said, and handed it back to Will who also 
sampled it. 

"Good? It's bloody delicious!" he exclaimed, offering it to his father. 

"No, we need to take this one step at a time," Dr. Burrows said. "If we eat the same thing, 
and it doesn't agree with us, it might put us all out of action. After all, this isn't our natural 
habitat." 

"Tastes pretty damned natural to me," Will said, biting off another large mouthful. 

As the rain moved away, they emerged from the jungle, marveling at the drops of water as 
they hung from the edges of the leaves and glittered like diamonds in the bright sunlight. 

"What a truly, truly wonderful place. It's totally unspoilt," Dr. Burrows enthused. "Like a 
secret Eden." 

"That was a doozy of a storm," Will said, mopping his face. Their footfalls on the lush 
green carpet made squishing noises as they went, but even now the earth was beginning to dry out 
again in the intense sunlight. 

"Yes — any bushfires would be immediately quenched by precipitation that heavy. Maybe 
that's how it goes," Dr. Burrows said thoughtfully. 

"How do you mean?" Will asked. 

"Maybe it's an endless cycle of fire and water, death and regrowth, which probably makes 
sense, as technically there are no seasons in this world. And the only 'night' here is when the 
cloud cover blots out the sun, as we just witnessed first-hand." He fixed his son with a stare. "So, 
Will, now do you believe that this isn't the surface?" 

"I think I have to," Will concurred. 

"Good boy," Dr. Burrows grinned, placing a hand on his son's shoulder. He turned to face 
the pyramid. "Shall we take a look at what we've got here, then?" he suggested, and with bated 
breath they approached the base of the pyramid. "The three-pronged symbol!" Dr. Burrows said 
abruptly. 

"Yeah, I've got it on every level," Will said as he scanned up the tiers of the pyramid, 
locating the trident-like motif carved into the facing stones. They were so large that he didn't 
need the binoculars to see them. He thought again of the pendant with the same symbol on it that 
Uncle Tam had given him, which even now was around his neck. He wondered how Tam had 
come by it, and whether he'd known of this secret at the center of the Earth all along. Will 
certainly wouldn't put it past him. 

"So my forgotten people — who predated the Egyptians and the Phoenicians — might have 
been responsible for this pyramid." Dr. Burrows was thinking out loud. "Maybe somewhere 
around here is the Lost City of Atlant—" He broke off as Elliott gave a bird-like whistle. They 
spun to where she was standing, by one of the corners of the pyramid. 

"What's she trying to tell us?" Dr. Burrows asked. 

"Dunno," Will replied. He immediately took his Sten from his shoulder, shook the water 
from it and cocked it. Then he and Dr. Burrows went to investigate. 

As they approached Elliott they saw that before her there were three skulls on wooden 
stakes. The skulls had no flesh on them, and were sun-bleached and very white. 

"Human?" Will asked. 

"Yes, but not recent," Dr. Burrows observed, as if that was any sort of consolation. 

"This one has a wound to the temple," Elliott said as she pointed at the middle of the three. 


Dr. Burrows and Will circled round it, studying the irregular hole in the side of the skull. 

"You can't tell that for sure," Dr. Burrows countered, shaking his head. "Might have been 
caused by an accident — a fall or something. And this could be some sort of ritual burial." 

"It's a bullet hole," Elliott said unequivocally. "There's an exit wound on the other side." 

Will glanced uneasily over his shoulder, regarding the dense jungle around them in a 
different light. "Why were the skulls left here?" he said. 

"It's a sign... a warning," Elliott replied. 

Will immediately swiveled his head towards her and their eyes met. She'd used exactly the 
same phrase when, back in the claustrophobic confines of the Deeps, they'd stumbled upon the 
grisly display of the dead Coprolites and renegades, slaughtered by the Styx and nailed to stakes. 
Will's reaction following the incident had put her nose out of joint, and things had never been the 
same between them. But it was different now, as if he'd been given the chance to start over again 
with her. 

Dragging his gaze away from Elliott, Will addressed his father. "Whatever killed these 
people, Dad, now we know we're not the only ones here," he said quietly. "Could be anyone 
down here with us — the men from the submarine, pirates from the old galleon, or maybe 
something far, far worse." 

Dr. Burrows arched his eyebrows. 

"Maybe this isn't such an unspoilt place, after all," Will said to him. 
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Will said this used a ton of petrol to get them home," Chester shouted as he cut the outboard 
engine, and silence returned to the harbor. 

"Don't you fret, my precious boy, I'll fetch some more cans for you," Martha offered as she 
stood on the quayside, gazing lovingly down at Chester as he remained sitting in the launch. 

He watched the plump woman waddling off towards the fuel tanks. "Precious boy?" he 
muttered to himself, shaking his head. She was getting really scary. Without Will around, she 
seemed to be focusing all her affection on him, and he didn't like it one bit. She was forever 
gawping at him with those doe eyes, and it filled him with mounting unease. 

The worst moment had come when they had been trekking up the seam, using the signals 
from the radio beacons to guide them to the underground harbor. As they'd broken off for a rest, 
Martha offered to keep watch while Chester got his head down for a few hours. But he'd woken 
up with a start, certain that someone was stroking his hair. Through the slits of his half-closed 
eyes he caught Martha making a sudden movement as she retracted her hand. He'd been far too 
embarrassed and, quite frankly, far too disturbed by the whole incident to confront her about it. 
And as the thought about it again now his skin crawled. 

He certainly wouldn't have attempted the journey to the fallout shelter on his own, and there 
was little doubt in his mind that he needed someone else with him for the next leg up the river. 
But he also wouldn't in a thousand years have chosen Martha as his sole traveling companion, not 
with the way she was acting now. 

With the launch rocking beneath his feet, he slowly rose up so that he could just see over the 
pier. He watched Martha's progress along the quay. As soon as she disappeared into one of the 
buildings, he was on the move. "Go for it," he said, leaping the quay and into the fallout shelter. 
There he made straight for the Radio Operator's booth and closed the door behind him. 

"The black phone... the black phone... Will said the black phone," Chester gabbled a little 
hysterically as he snatched the receiver from the rest. He listened. "No tone... but Will said there 
was no tone," Chester reminded himself, and hurriedly began to dial the number that Elliott had 
been repeating while she'd had the fever. 

In his haste, he misdialed, putting his finger in the wrong hole. As he panicked, he caught 
sight of a small poster on the wall. In simple, bold letters, black on a white background, it 
proclaimed KEEP CALM AND CARRY ON. Some wag had added the words DYING at the very 
end in a blue pen, but the original message wasn't lost on Chester. He took a deep breath and 
redialed. 

"Please be working, please be working..." 

He waited a few seconds just in case it took a moment for the call to connect. Hearing a 
crackle in the earpiece, he began to speak into the receiver, his words coming out in a gush. 
"Drake, this is Chester, I'm about to start the journey up the river, and I... um... you've got to meet 
me at the top," he begged in a strained voice. "You have to," he added, and ceased for a moment 
as he thought he heard a noise outside in the corridor. He lowered his voice to an urgent plea. 
"I'm counting on you being there, Drake. I can't handle—" 

Now certain someone was moving around in the corridor, Chester quickly replaced the 
receiver, and dropped himself into one of the chairs. Putting his feet up on the bench, he tipped 
his head forward onto his chest as if he'd fallen asleep. 

"The door creaked slowly open behind him. "My precious boy, are you in... ah, you are in 
here," Martha said, a little surprised. 

Chester stretched out his arms and yawned in a rather stagey manner. "Must have dozed 
off,” he lied. 


Martha ran her eyes over the equipment on the bench without any interest. "I've seen to the 
fuel, and I was wondering if you're ready to eat now," she said, scratching her bottom through her 
voluminous skirts. 

"Er... no... that's okay, Martha," Chester replied. "I thought I'd check out the supplies myself 
a bit later on. Really, you just go ahead and have something, and don't worry about me." 

"Right you are, dearie," she said, not hiding her disappointment as she shuffled off. 

Chester remained in the booth, wondering yet again if there was any way he could complete 
the remainder of the journey on his own. The thought of steaming out of the harbor without 
Martha in the launch was very tempting, but from what Will had told him it needed two people to 
take turns on the outboard. Chester swore silently — no, he couldn't see how he could do it on 
his own. 

And he also couldn't see who it was going to work when he actually did arrive Topsoil. 
There would be the ever-present risk of the Styx to contend with, the despite this he was 
determined that he was going to see his parents. He had to let them know he was still alive. 
However, with Martha in tow, how would that work? It was as if he had somehow collected a 
third parent, a doting and rather deranged one. All of a sudden a terrible picture forced its way 
into his head. In this picture Martha, consumed by jealousy and frothing at the mouth, was about 
to use her crossbow on his mum and dad. 

"Oh, God, no." He rubbed his forehead hard. "Will, wherever you are, you've got a lot to 
answer for," Chester said, and then for some reason he began to laugh. "Will, Will, Will," he 
said, shaking his head and still laughing. 
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Will had to agree with his father — they'd found themselves in an Eden of sorts. Although 
the discovery of the impaled skulls had struck a discord in this otherwise perfect idyll, they put all 
thoughts of this behind them and immersed themselves in their new way of life. But, more than 
anything else, this uncomplicated existence was a chance for them all to have a badly needed rest, 
to recover. 

On one of their first excursions into the jungle, Will and his father came across traces of a 
city. Although the land had long since been reclaimed by the prodigious growth of the trees, the 
numerous ruins suggested that the city had been built on an immense scale, covering several 
square kilometers. Dr. Burrows was convinced he'd found where his itinerant people — the 
Ancients as he called them — had settled and established a sprawling metropolis. And the friezes 
and writing on the pyramids demonstrated that they had been more advanced by many centuries 
than Topsoil cultures if Dr. Burrows estimate of the age of the ruins was correct. Their 
achievements in philosophy, mathematics, medicine and many other disciplines were simply 
astonishing. 

Dr Burrows' theory was that the Ancients were the basis for the legend of Atlantis. He was 
certain that somehow Plato had heard reports of this hidden civilization back in the third century 
BC, and had written about it in his dialogues, but had never learnt of its true location. And so all 
the centuries of conjecture that ensued — that the city had been on an island or islands in the 
Atlantic Ocean or Mediterranean Sea, which had been swallowed up by the waves — was 
completely mistaken. Dr. Burrows was convinced that it had been hidden here in the very center 
of the Earth all along. Will wasn't so preoccupied with such matters, more than content to spend 
his days working closely with his father as they recorded their findings. It was as though Will's 
dream had finally come true. 

Elliott learnt to live with the sun, turning as brown as a berry in no time at all — something 
which Will put down to her Styx heritage as the Rebecca twins had just as effortlessly adapted to 
Topsoil conditions. 

Not far from the pyramid, she built a shelter up in the branches of one of the giant trees to 
accommodate them all. And armed with a bow and arrow, she would go off on hunting trips with 
Bartleby at her side. He proved his worth in tracking prey after he'd been persuaded not to just 
sniff out small rodents and reptiles. The girl and the cat would often be absent from the camp for 
days on end, going deep into the jungle to stalk gazelle and antelope. These provided an ample 
supply of both meat and hides, which she knew how to prepare from the skills she'd picked up in 
the Deeps. She also discovered that several major rivers meandered through the jungle, and Will 
would sometimes accompany her to these and help her to string nets across them to catch several 
varieties of large fish. 


It was on one of these outings that the unexpected happened. 

Taking Bartleby with them because Dr. Burrows refused point-blank to look after him, 
maintaining he was far too busy with his work and that it was tantamount to babysitting, Will and 
Elliott had set off to do some fishing in the largest of the rivers. It was a day's walk from the 
camp, but Will had jumped at the opportunity to spend time with Elliott and for a change of 
scene. 

Their feet hardly making a sound as they trekked across the thick carpet of leaf debris on the 
jungle floor, Elliott spoke little to Will as they went. It was as though she was unable to refrain 
from using the field skills that had been so essential to her survival in the Deeps. Will didn't see 


the need for this constant state of vigilance at all, quite content to stroll along and observe the 
wildlife, or to lose himself in his thoughts. 

Several hours into the journey, Elliott held up a bunched fist — the sign they should stop 
immediately. Will failed to notice this for a few paces, causing Elliott to make a hissing noise to 
get his attention. Frowning, he turned to her. 

"What is it?" 

Taking her rifle from her shoulder, she gestured towards Bartleby. 

Will looked at the cat, who had slunk low to the ground, his spindly tail stuck straight out 
behind him. As he'd been trained to do in the Colony, the cat did seem to be pointing as if he'd 
sniffed something out. 

Will nodded. "It's probably just some animal he doesn't know. A Heffalump or a Woozle," 
he chuckled. 

But Elliott was deadly serious. "Don't want him running off — I'm going to put a lead on 
him," she whispered to Will. Removing her Bergen, she took a length of rope from it, which she 
passed around Bartleby's neck and knotted. "And get you Sten ready," she ordered. 

Will scanned the jungle floor ahead. So thick was the foliage above, only the odd finger of 
sunlight made its way through. In between the gargantuan tree trunks, these laser-bright beams of 
light stretched as far as the eye could see, shifting slightly and sometimes flickering out altogether 
when the wind blew hard and the branches above came together. It all looked so unthreatening 
and innocent. But then again, Elliott had glimpsed some type of large feline predator, which Dr. 
Burrows had become terribly excited about because, from the description the girl had given, he 
thought it could be a saber-tooth tiger. And Will knew that he might be becoming a little too 
complacent in a world where anything was possible. So with a reluctant sigh, he swung the Sten 
off his shoulder, checked the magazine was full, then cocked it. 

"This way," Elliott whispered, allowing Bartleby to pull her forward. 

"Hey, hold on a minute," Will objected. "You mean you actually want to follow the trail? 
Why don't we just forget it and continue towards the river?" 

But Elliott was adamant. "No, we should check for ourselves what it is. We have to find 
out all we can about this place if we don't want any surprises." 

"Okay, anything you say,” Will replied, pursing his lips unhappily. The feel of the loaded 
weapon in his hands already seemed to belong to a different time, a time that he was grateful was 
behind him. And nothing on Earth — or inside Earth, he thought wryly to himself — would 
induce him to go back to those fear-filled days. 

As Bartleby snuffled away at the leaves, the trail seemed to avoid the vertical beams of light, 
where flies and insects buzzed languidly. Soon they were hearing a symphony of bird calls, and 
the chirping of cicadas also seemed to be growing louder. 

"Do you know this area?" will asked Elliott. 

She started because he hadn't bothered to lower his voice, and in response she gave a 
disgruntled shake of her head. Whether this meant she hadn't been there before, or that she was 
annoyed that he wasn't being quiet enough, he had no idea, but he suspected it was the latter. 

Fine, if you want to play soldiers... Will thought to himself. Stealth mode, it is. Crouching 
low, he began to emulate the way Elliott was treading lightly on the dry leaves underfoot. 

Before long, they were spotting tracts of sunlight on the ground up ahead, which meant they 
must be coming to the end of the thicker tree cover. This was confirmed as they reached this 
brighter area. Here the trees were acacias, covered with large thorns and with swollen pods 
dangling from their branches. These trees were far shorter than the giant trees of the jungle, and 
their canopies less developed — it wasn't all that different in feel from Topsoil woodland. 

Will glanced up at the blinding white sky and then, as he lowered his eyes, they fell on a 
sheer cliff face up ahead. 

"We're not going to climb that, are we?" he grumbled to Elliott. 


They both stopped to take in the escarpment, which was of white stone and around forty 
meters high. On the top of the cliff, the jungle appeared to resume its prolific growth. 

Elliott was assessing the escarpment through the trees. "It seems to go on for some way," 
she observed, looking to their left and then their right. 

Will immediately knew they must be at some sort of fault line, where there'd been a fracture 
in the crust. He still wasn't used to the idea that the Earth had two crusts — an outer one he'd 
spent most of his life on, and an inner one, like the white flesh in a coconut. He and his father 
talked for hours about what else they might also find in this new world, such as huge mountain 
ranges and vast shipless seas and oceans. So, he decided, the cliff could have been formed as a 
result of a fault line, and either the land on which he and Elliott were standing had subsided, or 
the land on the other side of the escarpment had risen up, or possibly both. He was brought 
abruptly from his reflections as Elliott called him over with a whisper. 

She was squatting down and studying a patch of mud and rotted leaves. She looked anxious. 
For the life of him Will couldn't work out what she was getting so wound up about. 

She traced out a shape with her index finger, then moved crab-like across the ground, 
putting her cheek almost to the mud to examine an adjacent area. As Bartleby strained on his 
lead, she ignored him, crawling forward a few meters, still examining the ground. She suddenly 
looked up at Will. She held up three fingers, then pointed ahead. 

It was another of the signs she and Drake had used in the Deeps. 

Will knew only too well what it meant. 

He felt a rush of adrenaline, his heart beating hard in his chest. As he failed to react and just 
stood there, Elliott leapt to her feet and came over to him. 

"People. Three sets of prints — one adult, two smaller," she confirmed. 

He shook his head, not wanting to hear any of this, not wanting to register what she was 
saying. Wide eyed, he stared at her, his hands gripping the Sten. 

"People?" he asked numbly. "Or Styx? Are you telling me it's the two twins and the 
Limiter?" 

Elliott turned to where the tracks led off. "One set is certainly the right size for a man, and 
his tracks are light — like someone with military training." 

"On the ball of the foot," Will murmured, recalling the way Elliott had tried to teach him to 
move around on the Great Plain. 

"Yes, that's it," she said. "But the other two sets are far smaller, and identical in size.," she 
went on. 

"Oh my God," Will said to her. "What do we do now?" 

"What Drake asked us to. We have to make sure the Rebecca twins and the Limiter are 
inoperative, and that the Dominion risk is neutralized," she replied succinctly. 

"Inoperative... neutralized," Will mumbled to himself. That all sounded fine if one just 
concentrated on the words alone — those two tidy, detached words were like something one read 
in a book or newspaper. But this was different, this was real, and in order to achieve Drake's 
objectives he and Elliott would have to do things that were far from tidy. Will himself would 
have to do things that he wasn't sure if he was capable of, not any more. Things that would 
probably change him, forever. Of course, Elliott was right. It was their responsibility to make 
sure — however they could — that the virus didn't find its way back Topsoil. But as he looked at 
Elliott and how she was immediately equal to the task, she seemed so clear cut about it as if she 
had no reservations whatsoever, whereas Will's head swam with doubt. 

Glancing in the direction they were about to take, he guiltily admitted to himself that he 
wished the three Styx were long gone and that Elliott wouldn't be able to find them. But as he 
thought about it, that couldn't be the case — the tracks had to be relatively fresh because 
otherwise the frequent monsoons would have washed them away. 

Elliott tethered Bartleby to a tree, then pulled the rolled-up fishing net from her Bergen and 
stowed it under some branches. Will knew she was getting herself battle ready as she checked the 


equipment in the bottom of her Bergen, then put it back on. "Single file, four paces behind," she 
said to Will, as she began to read the tracks and slowly creep forwards. 

Will regarded their surroundings with mounting dread. The trees and the foliage were no 
longer benign — each bush harbored a Limiter, and each tree trunk hid one of the malicious girls 
who attempted to kill him any chance they got. Will's mind hammered with various thoughts, as 
loud as shouts. J can't do this anymore. I'm not ready for this. Not now. He felt as if his head 
was going to rupture. 

They came to the foot of the escarpment and looked up. Very little grew on its face — the 
odd sapling or bush had managed to anchor itself in the cracks, and along the upper reached long 
trailing tree roots and dried-out vegetation hung down, like a pale green frill. 

She led him under an overhang in the escarpment. "They stopped here for a while, maybe to 
get out of the sun," Elliott whispered into Will's ear, as she scrutinized the ground. Then Will and 
Elliott crept along by the foot of the escarpment, every so often clambering over rock falls where 
the face had crumbled away. They occasionally came across passages which penetrated into the 
escarpment, but these were nothing more than narrow corridors, overrun with tangles of thick 
undergrowth. Elliott didn't bother to go down these to investigate as she could see the tracks 
continued straight past them. 

Eventually they came to another opening in the escarpment. It was wider than the others, a 
passage some twenty meters across with vertical sides of white rock. Even Will could tell that 
someone had gone down it, pushing their way through the dense vegetation leaving footprints 
behind them as they went. 

"Stay close," Elliott had said to Will before they started in. He had no intention of doing 
anything but that. 

As the tracks continued into the passage, Elliott was reading the ground, finding broken 
blades of grass and the odd shrub that had been trodden down. 

They followed around a gentle curve in the passage, and then Elliott waved Will down. 
They both lowered onto their chests. She touched her ear lobe — an instruction for Will to listen. 
He wasn't sure to start with, but he thought he might have heard a voice. 

A girl's voice. 

Elliott began to snake forward very slowly, making sure there was nothing in her path. A 
snapping twig might give their presence away. 

Coming to a halt, she held still for several seconds, then turned her head to Will. She 
pointed to her eye, then patted the ground beside her. Once Will was level with her, he sought out 
what she'd spotted. 

The passage widened out into a larger, roughly circular space, some forty meters or so in 
diameter. Its sides were as steep and the same height as the rest of the escarpment. From what 
Will could see, it resembled a cove in a coastal cliff, and the passage he and Elliott had come 
down appeared to be the only way in or out. There was a sprawling mass of parched vegetation 
hanging down the side walls, and everything in the circular area also appeared to be rather 
desiccated. Will guessed this might be because the space, with its white walls, was acting like a 
sun trap. It certainly felt far warmer there than back in the acacia wood. 

The Will did see something, but it was completely out of place. Near the center of the 
circular area, there was some type of structure — a small hut with a number of holes in them, as if 
they had rusted through. 

Corrugated metal, Will thought to himself. What the hell's that doing here? 

Then above the sound of the cicadas he heard, quite plainly, one of the Rebecca twins. It 
was nasal — she was speaking in the Styx tongue. 

If Will's heart had been beating fast before, it was beating so rapidly now that his pulse in 
his ears sounded as loud as a ten-gun salute, on repeat. 


Then, as he moved his head around and tried to get a better view through the vegetation, he 
located where her voice was coming from. He saw the Rebecca twin's profile as she sat on 
something slightly raised, maybe a boulder, not far from the hut. 

As he was watching, she jiggled her leg, and he heard a gentle splash. Then there was a 
bigger splash, and the second twin rose up into view, just in front of the first Rebecca. She was 
dripping wet, her long black hair loose and hanging around her face. She swept it back with a 
hand, scattering drops of water which sparkled in the intense sunlight. Were they swimming or 
washing in some kind of pool? Will couldn't believe how relaxed they both appeared — but then 
they hadn't the smallest inkling that he'd also made it through to this inner world. They'd lowered 
their guard because they believed there was no threat here. But where was the Limiter? 

He continued to watch them as the second Rebecca sank back out of view and, he assumed, 
into the water. Although she was out of sight, they were still talking. He heard a few vague 
words. They were in English. As the rays from the overhead sun drenched the scene before him 
and the odd bird twittered, he was transported back to past summers at his home in Highfield. His 
bedroom had overlooked the small rear garden where Rebecca would often spread a towel on the 
lawn and sunbathe, while he had to hide himself away from the rays because of his lack of 
pigmentation. On these days, days when he wasn't off digging somewhere and he lay on his bed 
and read, her voice drifted up to his window as she sang along to the radio. 

With a nudge from her elbow, Elliott brought Will back to the present. She was pointing at 
something. It was difficult to see them because their dun camouflage merged so effectively with 
the rusty metal, but there were... two Limiter combat smocks... hanging on something at the rear 
corner of the hut. 

The Rebecca twins' jackets. 

Will couldn't believe it. 

His eyes met with Elliott's. He knew she was thinking the same thing — he was willing to 
bet that if the twins were taking a plunge in the pool or whatever it was, they would have left the 
phials somewhere for safekeeping. And where better than their jackets? He caught himself... 
maybe they'd left them with the Limiter. Where is that damned Limiter? He asked himself again. 

As Elliott gave the sign for them to withdraw, will was grateful beyond words that he didn't 
have to remain so close to the Styx girls or the so far unaccounted for Limiter. As he edged back, 
it felt a little as if he'd just put his head in the mouth of a particularly bed-tempered and hungry 
lion, and got away with it. 

Once he and Elliott were around the curve in the passage and far enough from the cove, she 
quickly took off her Bergen and began to delve in it. She took out two large explosive charges 
with timers attached to them — they were from the batch that Drake had asked Will to deliver to 
her. 

Then she moved close to Will and whispered into his ear. "I'm going to set these along here. 
Go back to the start of the passage and keep watch. If one of these charges goes off, or you hear 
shots, just clear out — and fast. Bartleby knows the way home." 

Will nodded, then crawled off down the passage. Once he was back at the escarpment, he 
found himself a sheltered spot behind a tree and watched the passage, waiting for Elliott. 

As he waited, he began to feel more and more uncomfortable. Elliott's words were 
resonating in his head. It was obvious that she was taking it all on her own shoulders, so Will 
didn't have to put himself in any danger at all. Indeed, it sounded as if she was ready to sacrifice 
herself in order to deal with the Styx. As he mulled it over in his mind, he wasn't going to let her 
do that. It was his battle too, and it was only right he played his part in it. 

He was incredibly relieved when she reappeared at the mouth of the passage. He had begun 
to wonder if he'd ever see her again — alive. 

She spoke into his ear. "Two charges set on twenty-minute fuses, mounted high so I can 
snipe them if I need to. I'm going to see if I can climb the cliff and get a proper view of what's 
going on." 


"Why don't I do—" he began to ask. 

"No, better that I try. I know how to use this," she interrupted him, patting her Limiter rifle 
with the telescopic sight. "I just need you to cover this area." 

"What if they come out?" he asked quickly. 

"Open up with the Sten. Whatever you do, keep them pinned down inside the passage. 
Contain them," she said, glancing over at the opening in the escarpment. "I'm going to see if I can 
pick them off, starting with the Limiter. Once he's down, the twins should be easier to deal with." 

Will nodded grimly, and Elliott immediately moved towards the escarpment, looking for a 
place to climb it. 

Finding himself a better vantage point behind the trunk of an acacia, Will lay down. His 
palms were leaving smears of sweat on the blued steel of his Sten as he adjusted his grip on the 
weapon. "Keep them pinned down inside," he repeated, staring so hard at the opening of the 
passage that it seemed to become something unreal, like an illustration. 

He tried to make himself less tense by moving his shoulders around, but that didn't work. 
He couldn’t stop himself from jumping at even the smallest movement, to the extent that he 
almost fired on a leaf as it dropped from a branch. He could feel the sun heating the shirt on his 
back as he lay there. He was suddenly hit with the realization that this was one of those pivotal 
moments in his life, one of those moments when he could step up to the plate and prove himself. 
If he didn't and it all went terribly wrong, then he would have to live with that. And he felt as if 
he already had far too many regrets in his short life. He wasn't just going to sit there and let 
everything happen around him, like some passenger in a car. He had to do something. He was 
going to do something. 

"Come on," he said to himself. He didn't know exactly what he was going to do, but he 
began to formulate a rough plan as he left his position and entered the passage. Twenty minutes, 
he reminded himself as he spotted Elliott's charges where she'd fixed them on the upper branches 
of the trees on opposing sides of the passage. It was clever — when they both went off, the 
passage would cave in and the Styx should be trapped in the circular cove — unless, that was, 
they could somehow climb the sheer walls. 

Crawling slowly, he reached the spot where he and Elliott had been before. He could see 
the twins were now sitting beside each other. He felt incredibly exposed, and he had an awful 
sinking feeling in his stomach because he knew he wasn't going to stop there. 

Exactly what do I do now? Will asked himself. He assumed Elliott hadn't reached the top of 
the escarpment yet, and the charges still had a good fifteen minutes left before they detonated. 

Then he decided what he was going to do. 

Swallowing hard, he began to crawl to his right. Bit by bit, he inched himself forward on a 
route that would take him round to the rear of the hut. He figured he could get there without the 
Rebecca twins seeing him because they were on the other side of the hut, and it also helped that 
they were distracted as they talked to each other. 

Clearing his path of any dry leaves or twigs, he continued to crawl, pausing every couple of 
meters to check in front. He kept glancing at the two jackets. He fixed in his mind the image of 
himself reaching them — that was his goal, his reward. 

Where's the Limiter? He thought to himself yet again. 

The sweat was running into his eyes, but he didn't wipe them, trying instead to blink it away 
because every movement he made was crucial. And every second could mean the difference 
between success and failure. He kept his whole body low to the ground, all the time checking he 
was taking the best route between the shrubs, one which would provide him with cover in case 
either of the Rebecca twins decided to take a stroll round to the rear of the hut. Or if the Limiter 
did. 

He kept crawling, closing on the corrugated hut. He didn't have far to go, but the vegetation 
was particularly dry here, the walls of white rock focusing the full force of the sun on it. He took 
even more care to check for twigs — if he made a noise, the game was up. 


Then the jackets were mere meters away from him. 

He'd made it this far! 

He had a quick look and the coast seemed clear. The twins were still on the other side of the 
hut, and there was absolutely no sign of the Limiter. 

He got to his feet, but remained in a half crouch as he stepped slowly to the jackets and 
lifted them off a rusty nail where they were hanging. 

He wondered if Elliott had managed to get to the top of the escarpment and was watching 
him through her telescopic sight. If so, what would she be thinking right now? Probably 
swearing like a trooper. 

He laid the jackets down on the frazzled grass and, kneeling beside them, quickly went 
through the pockets, pulling all their contents out. Bits of paper, luminescent orbs, some objects 
in small leather cases that he decided to take in case they held the phials. He didn't have time to 
open them, not there and then. 

Then, in an upper pocket, he found what he was looking for. The pocket had a flap over it 
with a popper. It made a tiny click as he undid it. He held his breath, waiting and listening out 
for anything, but all he could hear was the murmur of occasional conversation between the 
Rebecca twins drifting over to him. He felt inside the pocket, and his fingers came across two 
small objects. He lifted them out. Wrapped in a square of camouflaged material, there were the 
phials, both of them. He couldn't believe it. He heard the Rebeccas laughing. They wouldn't be 
laughing any more when they found out what he'd done. He put the phials carefully in his pocket, 
and went through the rest of the jackets just in case there were any more phials. He didn't want to 
have done all this only to end up with more phony phials containing Ultra Bug specimens. 

He was finished. He felt light-headed, and his face was streaming with sweat as he began to 
crawl away. 

He'd gone about twenty meters, keeping carefully to his original route through the 
undergrowth when he heard one of the twins shriek. He twisted his head around. 

Fear exploded in his mind. 

The Rebecca twin was standing where he'd left the jackets on the ground. Dripping with 
water, her face was pulled into a vile, angry mask, and she was looking straight at him. 

"You little creep!' she screamed, holding a scythe high in the air as if she was going to throw 
it. "This is it for you!" 

Will flipped over onto his back, whipping his Sten round. His finger was on the trigger. He 
felt no hesitation. It was as if he was seeing everything in monochrome. He had to do this. He 
didn't know for sure if he'd got the genuine Dominion phials, so none of the Styx could be 
allowed to escape. If a single one of them got away, his job wasn't finished. 

In his panic, Will began to fire the Sten before he was on target. Rounds sprayed wildly, 
hitting the corrugated metal of the hut and punching holes in it. As he swung further around, the 
twin seemed to go down. 

That was enough for Will. 

He was on his feet and running through the passage. 

He heard another shout. 

It was a man this time. 

Will snapped his head round. 

With his spear poised above his head, the Limiter was running like some sort of machine, 
pounding towards him in huge strides. The soldier shouted again, his words like a call from a 
bird of prey. They sounded so harsh it was as if they scored the hot air itself around the Limiter, 
leaving their marks in it. 

Will didn't know how far down the passage he'd gone, but he couldn't see the mouth yet. 
And he still hadn't finished the job. 

He skidded to a halt, turning to aim at the Limiter. 

Everything was happening so fast it was a blur. 


Then there were two sounds that Will couldn't understand. He heard a sharp crack and at 
the same time, a swishing sound. On the top of his head, the Limiter's black hair seemed to fluff 
up. He was flung face first to the ground, his legs still running, as if the machine couldn't stop. 

And as for the swishing sound... Will felt a sudden pain in his arm. His hand twitched, and 
he dropped the Sten. 

Then there was a flash of light, quickly followed by a second, and Will was lifted clean off 
his feet. Perhaps it was the lower gravity, but he seemed to be whisked an incredible distance 
through the air, smashing through some thick bushes and tumbling over several times before he 
finally came to a rest. 

He tried to pull himself up, but his arm hurt too badly. He looked at it, and saw that it was 
covered in blood. All of a sudden, he felt very cold — he couldn't understand why when the sun 
was still shining. The sun always shines here, he reminded himself quickly. 

Then he tried to get up again and this time managed to prop himself up on one arm. He 
looked where he thought the passage was. 

Twenty meters away, all he could see were huge swirling sheets of fire and thick black 
smoke, the colors so vivid against the white rocks of the escarpment. "Cool," he said, before he 
lost consciousness. 

He came to a little later. He lifted his head, noticing that there was a bandage on his arm. 

"You bloody fool. Only an amateur could have attempted that, and got away with it,” Elliott 
said, moving into his field of vision. "Next time, can we please stick to the plan?" 

Will looked at her blearily. "Oh God, I haven't upset you again, have I? I always seem to 
do this with girls, I always say or do the wrong thi—" 

"Just shut up, Will," Elliott said. 

He tried to move his arm again, but it was too painful. "What happened?" he asked. 

"The Limiter clipped you with his spear before I took him out. Sorry, couldn't get him in 
my crosshairs quick enough,” she replied, as she knelt beside Will, adjusting the bandage on his 
arm. 

"The Rebecca twins?" 

"I think you took care of one of them, and the other didn't have a chance. See for yourself." 

Elliott helped him to sit up. He recalled seeing smoke and flames before he'd passed out, 
but down by the escarpment a huge fire was raging. There was a plume of smoke above it, like 
the ones he and Dr. Burrows spotted from time to time in other parts of the jungle through the 
binoculars. 

"After I set off the charges with a shot, the passage collapsed in on itself, and the remaining 
twin was stuck inside. With all that dry stuff around, the whole place went up like a tinderbox. 
And even if you only winged the other twin, she was in there too," Elliott said. "There's no way 
either of them could have made it out." 

"So we did it?" 

Elliott nodded. 

"And you're not angry with me," Will asked, blinking at her. 

Elliott held up the two phials. "How can I be?" she replied, smiling broadly. Leaning 
forward, she kissed him on the cheek. 

Will smiled, the pain in his arm forgotten for the moment. 
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In a small terraced house in the Colony, Mrs. Burrows was propped up in a chair, her legs 
covered with a thick grey blanket. Her eyes were closed, and cushions had been placed either 
side of her head as she was unable to support it herself. Indeed, she had no control over any part 
of her body. 

In another chair, closer to the hearth where a fire burnt, an elderly lady darned a sock as she 
chattered gently to herself. 

"It's a crime what they pay a policeman these days, partickly when 'e got his old mother, ‘is 
sister and now... now 'e's got an invalid on ‘is back, too." The elderly lady ceased her needlework 
and peered round at Mrs. Burrows. It wasn't an unkindly look, but the old lady pressed her pale 
lips together with concern. "I told T'm, I did, it's all well and good playing the Samaritan, but it's 
like 'aving a new baby to care for, a big new baby that might never grow up. But 'e don't listen... I 
think 'e's going soft in his old age." The elderly lady turned back to her work. "I don't know 
where this is all going to end. I don't know ‘ow we're going to make ends meet, I don't, not on ‘is 
wages." 

Because of the crackle of the fire in the room and because she was still muttering to herself, 
the elderly lady didn't hear that Mrs. Burrows' breathing had changed. It had become deep and 
forced, as if she was about to try something that, in her state, was a Herculean and almost 
impossible feat. She maintained the deep breathing for several minutes, building herself up to the 
task. The she stopped altogether, holding her breath in as she strained. 

Like a wild animal in a winter-black cave, she was isolated and cut off from the outside 
world. Here the darkness was only broken by the odd sparkle as a thought or a desire or a 
memory coalesced for the tiniest moment, then was gone almost the moment it had appeared. 

But now she had something she was determined to do. From somewhere the will to 
succeed, to survive, had emerged. 

She made the most immense effort. 

She strained even harder, still holding her breath. She managed to raise her right eyelid the 
tiniest degree, and to keep it raised. The chink of her exposed eye glittered and the light of the 
blaze registered on her retina, firing off the cells there. They generated minute electrical impulses 
that were conveyed up her optic nerves to her brain, which struggled to process them. Some of 
these signals did make it through to her cortex, and she vaguely sensed rather than saw the rosy 
glow in the room. 

But to her it was everything, it was something from outside her cave. She clung on to the 
sensation with animal instinct, and it gave her hope. 

Then, because the effort had been all too much for her and had drained every last ounce of 
energy form her body, the eyelid slid shut once again. Letting out her breath, she sank back into a 
deep slumber as the elderly lady, none the wiser for the miracle that had just taken place, 
continued to chatter to herself. 


Will and Elliott talked at length about what they should do with the phials. They even went 
as far as to consider whether they should attempt the journey back through the crystal belt, so they 
could reach Topsoil and deliver the phials to Drake. But neither of them took this suggestion 
seriously, as they believed the chances of them making it through were pretty slim. And the 
worst outcome would be if there was a mishap along the way in which the phials were damaged 
and the virus released. Dr. Burrows warned them about the global system of air currents, saying 
that it might be one in a million but there was always the possibility that the virus could be carried 
up to the external world. 


They couldn't risk this, so instead Will took it upon himself to search for a place to bury 
them, where he thought they would be safe. His arm still in a sling but healing well, he'd left the 
camp on his own and was exploring a nearby tract of jungle when, in the corner of his eye, he 
thought he saw someone in the shadows cast by a grove of trees. The hairs on the back of his 
neck stood up, not only because he knew it couldn't be his father or Elliott, but also because the 
figure looked so much like Uncle Tam. 

As he crept towards the trees, he realized that what he'd seen must be a knot of creepers 
hanging from a lower branch, and that there was no one there. Telling himself that it must have 
been because Tam had recently been so much in his thoughts, he investigated what lay behind the 
grove of trees, and found a small spring bubbling up from between a few grey boulders. 

There was a ring of short-cropped grass which completely encircled the spring. It was such 
a peaceful and secluded spot that it was here that he decided to bury the phials. He put some of 
the grass inside one of the medicine bottles he had take from the submarine's sick bay, the 
carefully lowered the phials in, packing more grass on top of them. Having dug a hole in the rich 
soil, Will made sure the lid of the bottle was tightly screwed on before burying it. Then he placed 
a few rounded stones on top to mark the spot and to protect the phials from inquisitive animals. 

Following the discovery of the spring, he felt drawn to come back to it. Hardly a day passed 
when he didn't visit it. The fresh water seemed to attract the most exquisite butterflies and 
dragonflies, which alighted on the lichen-speckled stones to cool themselves and to drink. It was 
paradoxical because he knew the Dominion virus, a lethal biological weapon, was buried there 
and should have made it a place of death and destruction, but instead he found that the spring 
filled him with a tranquility — it was somewhere he could lower his defenses and allow himself 
to remember the terrible events of the past. And begin to heal himself. 

On the other side of the spring from the Dominion virus and its small marker of stones, he 
made three larger piles of boulders. On each of these he erected a cross. Although their bodies 
weren't there, he carved Uncle Tam, Sarah Jerome, and Cal's names on these crosses. He found it 
a great comfort to sit in the grass by them, with the glorious display of colors from the butterflies 
flitting all around him. The Rebecca twins had finally been made to pay, and this felt like the end 
of a chapter to Will, a resolution. No longer was he living under their shadow, and no longer was 
he driven by the need for revenge. He felt liberated. He'd wiped the slate clean and it allowed 
him to remember the family members he had lost a the hands of the Styx. 

One day when he was there, deep in thought, somebody cleared their throat behind him and 
made him jump. 

"I hope you don't mind me coming here," Elliott said. "I wanted to see for myself where 
you'd put the phials." 

Will showed her, but she seemed more interested in the three memorials he'd erected for his 
family. 

"I didn't know you'd done all this," she said quietly. "I... er... it's a... a nice idea." 

Will nodded, and they didn't speak for several moments as, together, they gazed at the 
crosses. For once, Elliott seemed incredibly unsure of herself. In a nervous gesture she swept 
back her jet-black hair from her face — since they'd left the Deeps, lice wee no longer a problem 
and she'd stopped cutting it. Now it was almost shoulder length, Will could barely recall what 
she'd looked like with closely cropped hair. 

"T've no idea if she's dead or alive, but would it be okay if I built one of those for my 
mother?" Elliott asked. 

"Of course," Will said, genuinely delighted. He suddenly thought of his own mother, his 
stepmother Mrs. Burrows, and hoped that she hadn't come to any harm. But, he reminded 
himself, at least Drake was there to look after her. 

And the next day when he arrived at the spring he found that Elliott had already set up a 
cross a little distance from his, and she came and sat next to him. As Bartleby basked in a patch 
of sun filtered by the trees and took lazy mouthfuls of grass, Elliott began to open up to Will. 


There had been a feeling of camaraderie between the two of them after the incident with the Styx, 
but this was different. She talked about her childhood in the Colony and how she had been forced 
to leave when her mother had been blackmailed. And then she mentioned her father — the 
Limiter — and how she know so little about him. 

All of a sudden, Elliott turned to Will. "Do you feel guilty about what we did to the 
Rebecca twins? Does it trouble you when you think about it?" 

The question was completely unexpected, and Will looked at her askance. "Yes, it does. 
I'm certain what we did was right, but it's not something that you can get out of your head, is it?" 

"No," she answered. "I never leaves you." 

Elliott chose two flat stones from beside the spring, which had been worn smooth by the 
water. Taking one in each hand, she weighed them in her palms as if she was working out which 
of the two was the heaviest. 

"Can I ask you something?" Will ventured. 

"Sure," Elliott shrugged. 

"That was a Limiter you shot, just like your dad," Will said. 

He watched as Elliott absently tugged a third polished stone from the soil. As her hands 
were already full with the other two stones, she eventually tossed it into the pool of spring water. 
The splash made Bartleby roll over and sit up, as if he'd missed a fish leaping out of the water, or 
another unfortunate amphibian to chew on. 

"What if it had been your dad? Would you have been able to shoot him too?" Will asked. 

"Never thought about it," Elliott replied quickly. "My father's dead and gone, so it's never 
going to happen." 


In a jam-packed pub in the heart of Soho, a man in a heavy overcoat was slouched by 
himself at a corner table. His hair was unkempt and his face ruddy. Obviously the worse for 
drink, he clumsily examined his glass, discovering that it was empty. He mumbled something 
under his breath and banged the table with his fist, which sent the glass spinning to the floor 
where it shattered. Then he lifted his head. "The Styx!" he spat, and began to shout, his words 
slurred and barely intelligible. "To hell with them!" 

The low hum of conversation in the pub continued unabated — nobody appeared to take the 
blindest bit of notice of him. The man blearily regarded the throng around him, people having a 
quick drink after work before they made their way home. 

He sneered lopsidedly. 

"And to hell with the lot of you! You're all blind to what's going on!" 

Again nobody seemed to pay any heed to him, nobody except for a thin man with a sallow, 
hollow-cheeked face, who was suddenly at his table. 

"Pull yourself together, Drake. If you carry on like this, you'll get yourself arrested. And 
you know what a night in the cells means," the tall man warned in a low growl. He leant closer to 
Drake so he couldn't be overheard by those around them. "I helped you because I owed you a 
debt of honor for saving my daughter, but I'm not your fairy godmother. I might not be able to do 
it a second time." 

Drake wiped the spittle from his lips with his hand. "Sometimes I think Elliott saved me," 
he drawled, his eyes heavy lidded as he peered up at the former Limiter, who had pulled him from 
the van that day back on Highfield Common. 

All at once Drake's belligerence turned to despondency and his head sagged on his 
shoulders. "The White Necks have me beat at every turn. I let Celia down. I let Leatherman 
down. I let every one of them down. And, for all I know, the Styx still have the virus. I might as 
well just chuck in the towel. I'm finished — we're all finished." He gave the thin man a desperate 
look. "What's left for me? What can I do now?" 


"Oh, we'll think of something," the thin man said confidently, as he helped Drake to his feet. 
"Now, let's get you home." 
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"I've had enough for today," Will decided. 

"Really? So soon?" Dr. Burrows mumbled, as he continued to work on a sketch. 

"My arm's playing up a bit," Will added, although the injury from the Limiter's spear had 
long since healed. 

"Going back to see Elliott?" Dr. Burrows asked, a knowing tone to his voice. 

Will ignored this, raising his eyes to the ever-burning sun. "I just don't want to overdo it 
again," he said, adjusting the hat with a wide brim that Elliott had fashioned for him from animal 
hide. 

He and his father were on the side of the pyramid, and while the hat afforded his face a 
measure of protection from the direct sun, he still had to be careful about the reflected rays in 
their exposed position. 

"No, quite," Dr. Burrows finally answered, looking up from his work. 

Will rubbed his eyes and blinked several times. "Of all the places we could have ended up, 
this one is an albino's worst nightmare. Dad, do you think next time you could find us a world 
with a few more clouds?" he asked with a smile. 

"TII see what I can do. Off you go if you want to," Dr. Burrows replied glumly. He 
depended on his son's support for the mammoth task of recording the inscriptions and the scenes 
depicted on each of the tiers of the pyramid. It was all written in one of the languages on the 
Burrows Stone, and little by little he was deciphering it. He and Will had started at the base of 
the pyramid and were methodically working their way to the top, knowing they had another two 
pyramids to tackle, which they hadn't even visited yet. 

"TII see you at the camp, Dad," Will said. 

"Yes..." Dr. Burrows murmured. He watched his son make his way down the successive 
tiers to the ground, leaping distances that would be unthinkable in the Topsoil world. Then Dr. 
Burrows resumed his work on a numerical sequence, which was making no sense to him at all. 

After a while his concentration was broken by a distant droning. He immediately dismissed 
it as the wind, telling himself it was another of the violent storms, of which there were many. It 
sounded as if it was too far away to be a concern, so there was no need to get himself under cover. 
But then he heard the noise again, louder this time, and it didn't sound anything like the wind. He 
wiped his brow, then rose to his feet to study the sky. 

He couldn't see anything out of the ordinary, but he realized he wasn't in the best position, so 
he vaulted up the tiers until he reached the very top of the pyramid. There he walked across the 
level plateau of stone, passing the radio beacon that Will had left the very first time they'd 
climbed it. 

"What a view," Dr. Burrows sighed, never failing to be impressed however many times he 
saw it. From this elevated position, he was a considerable way above the canopy of the rainforest, 
which stretched out before him like some rolling green sea, broken only by the tops of the other 
pyramids. 

"Where's the storm?" he said to himself, not seeing any clouds as he scanned the horizon on 
each side. 

Instead he spotted something in the distance. 

Stepping slowly across to the other side of the pyramid, he shielded his eyes with his hand 
as he tried to make out what it was. 

"What the hell is that?" 

Something was moving across the clear, white sky. 

Something that as he looked further was terribly familiar. 

He reeled, nearly losing his footing at the edge of the pyramid. 


And as it changed direction and began to come towards the pyramid, Dr. Burrows could 
clearly hear the whine of its single prop engine. 

"An aeroplane? Here?" he said soundlessly. 

As he strained to see more, he wished he had his binoculars with him. 

But there was no doubt. 

It was an aeroplane. 

And, yes, it was strangely familiar. 

He recognized the W shape of the wings. It was still some distance away, but as it tipped 
into a full dive he could hear the howl of the siren on the aircraft, issuing one of the most 
distinctive and feared sound of the Second World War. 

"A German bomber," Dr. Burrows gasped, nearly losing his footing again. "A Stuka!" 


The End 


(To be continued in Book Four of the Tunnels series: Closer) 
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"We dance around a ring and suppose, 
But the Secret sits in the middle and knows." 


—tThe Secret Sits, 
by Robert Frost 


"You've never seen me 

You've never hoped, too fair to say 
You just can't explain yourself 
You can't explain yourself 

I can't explain this pain..." 


—I Betray My Friends, 
by Orchestral Manoeuvers in the Dark 


"Am Tag aller Summierung, tragen Sie Ihren Körper vorwärts 
Auf dem Wrack Ihrer Tage. Für Sie seien nicht, was Sie waren, 
Aber was Sie anstrebten." 


—German Book of Catastrophes, 
Author(s) unknown 


Part One 


Revelations 





1 


Waves of flame, red through white. Hair singes, skin contracts. The sound of a rushing, howling gale 
as all the oxygen is sucked from the place, then the splash of water as Rebecca Two throws herself into 
the pool, taking her sister with her. Stunned and barely conscious, Rebecca One's body is limp like a rag 
doll's, but even the chill water fails to shock her to her senses. 

They sink below the surface. Beneath the intense heat. 


Rebecca Two clasps a hand over her sister's mouth and nose, in an attempt to seal them. Then she 
forces herself to think. Sixty seconds at the outside, she tells herself as her lungs begin to strain. What 
now? 

She glances at the raging inferno above, waves of crimson refracted by the waves of water. Ignited by 
Elliott's charges, the bone-dry vegetation is feeding the firestorm, clogging the surface of the pool with 
thick black ash. And just to make matters worse, Elliott is still up there — the half-breed bitch! — 
watching and waiting and ready to pick them off the moment they show themselves. How does Rebecca 
Two know this? Because that's precisely what she'd do in the same situation. 

No, there's no going back. Not if they want to make it through this. 

Fumbling with her shirt pocket, she takes out a spare luminescent orb. More seconds wasted, but she 
needs to see where she's going. 

Must decide soon... now... while I still can. 

For want of any alternative, she decides to push deeper down into the murky half-light, tugging her 
sister after her. Rebecca Two can see that the girl is bleeding from her stomach wound, the trail of blood 
like wispy red ribbons swirling behind her. 

Fifty seconds. 

Light-headedness. The first sign of air deprivation. 

Amongst the tumult of bubbles and the rush of water in her ears, Rebecca Two catches her sister's 
cries. The lack of air has brought the girl around, and her words are panicked and indistinct. She begins 
to struggle weakly, but Rebecca Two digs her fingers hard into her arm — she seems to understand and 
goes limp again, allowing herself to be borne down. 

Forty seconds. 

Fighting the compulsion to open her mouth and breathe, Rebecca Two continues to dive. The halo 
cast by her luminescent orb reveals a weed-covered surface. A school of tiny fish darts away, their 
metallic blue scales iridescent in the light of the orb. 

Thirty seconds. 

Then Rebecca Two spots a shadowy opening. As she kicks out her legs and drives herself and her 
sister into it, her mind flashes back to a former life: to all those school swimming lessons up in Highfield. 

Twenty seconds. 

She finds that it's a channel. Maybe, she dares to let herself hope. Maybe. Her chest is burning — 
she can't hold on for much longer, but still she swims further into the channel, checking around her as she 
goes. 

Ten seconds. 

She's disorientated — no longer sure what's up or what's down. Then she notices the reflection. A 
few meters away, light from her orb ripples back from a shifting, mirror-like patch. With her remaining 
strength, she takes them both toward it. 

Their heads break the surface of the water, bursting into a pocket of air trapped in the roof of the 
channel. 

Rebecca Two fills her racked lungs, grateful that it's not methane or an accretion of some other 
harmful gas. Once her coughing and spluttering subsides, she checks her sister. Although the injured 
girl's head is clear of the water, it lolls forward. 

"Come on! Wake up!" Rebecca Two cries, shaking her. 

Nothing. 

Then she slips her arms around the girl's ribcage and squeezes her hard several times. 

Still nothing. 

She pinches the girl's nose shut and gives her the kiss of life. 

"That's it! Breathe!" Rebecca Two shouts, her voice booming in the enclosed space as her sister 
makes a small gurgling sound and water spews from her mouth. Then she inhales fully, but it only makes 
her choke up more water and she starts to thrash around in a blind panic. "Easy, easy," Rebecca Two tells 
her. "We're okay now." 

After a while, Rebecca One becomes calm and her breathing regular, if shallow. Clutching her 
stomach under the water, she's clearly in terrible pain from her wound. Her face is deadly white. "You're 


not going to pass out again?" Rebecca Two asks, eying her with concern. 

Rebecca One doesn't respond. The two girls look at each other, knowing they are safe — at least for 
the time being. Knowing they've survived. 

"I'm going to check further along," Rebecca Two says. 

Rebecca One stares vacantly back. Then she makes a huge effort to speak, but only gets as far as 
forming a ‘W’ with her lips. 

"Why?" Rebecca Two articulates the word for her. "Look above you," she says, prompting her sister 
to focus on what she's instinctively sought out as a handhold. Several snake-thick cables are fixed to the 
roof of the channel — old power lines coiled together with their casings broken away and their cores 
visible, crusted with slimy brown rust. "We're in some sort of excavation. There could be another way 
out." 

Rebecca One nods slightly and closes her eyes, barely clinging to consciousness. 


2 


After more than two days on the subterranean river, Chester steered the launch toward the long 
quayside. 

"Use your light! See what's there!" he shouted at Martha over the roar of the outboard motor. 

Martha lifted her luminescent orb, directing its beam at the shadowy structures to the rear of the 
quayside. As he eased off the throttle and the launch coasted along, Chester took in the buildings and 
dockside crane. This harbor was certainly much more substantial than any of the other, smaller ones 
along the route, where they'd stopped to refuel and catch an hour or two of rest. Chester's heart thumped 
with anticipation as he dared to let himself think that they'd finally reached the end of their journey. 

The launch bumped against the side, and Chester cut the engine. Martha grabbed hold of one of the 
bollards, tying the mooring line to it. Then she shone her light again, and Chester spied a large archway 
picked out in white paint. He remembered what Will had told him about the bricked-up entrance to the 
harbor, and how he'd said it was wide enough to drive a lorry through. It had to be the same one. 

Although he was sopping wet and very cold, Chester was filled with elation. I made it! I bloody 
made it! he was shouting inwardly, but he didn't utter a word as they hauled themselves from the launch 
and onto dry land. 

I'm back Topsoil again! 

But despite the fact that he was almost home, the situation was far from ideal. 

He shot a glance at Martha as she lumbered a few clumsy steps along the quayside. The round 
woman, in her many layers of filthy clothing, was making grunting noises like a wild boar about to 
charge. That was nothing new — her behavior had always been rather erratic — but now he watched as 
she jerked her head round to the darkness and cursed as if someone was there. There wasn't. 

Chester just wished Will had come back with him. Or one of the others. The way the cards had 
fallen, Chester had been stranded with this woman. She grunted again, even louder this time, then 
yawned so widely he caught a flash of her stained teeth. Chester knew she must be exhausted from the 
journey, and also that the full force of gravity probably wasn't helping. Even he felt it tugging down on 
his body, so he imagined it must be that much worse for Martha, who hadn't experienced anything like it 
in years. 

And it also struck Chester how strange this moment must be for her. Raised in the Colony, Martha 
had never been to the surface before, and she was about to see the sun for the very first time. She 
certainly hadn't led the easiest of lives: she and her husband had been Banished by the Styx to the Deeps 
five miles below the Colony. Here they'd become part of the roving, lawless brigade of renegades, who 
were just as likely to kill each other as they were to succumb to the dangers of those darklands. 
Incredibly, she'd given birth to a son, Nathaniel, while in the Deeps, but her husband had later attempted 
to murder both of them by shoving them over the side of the Pore. 

Although they'd survived the fall, Nathaniel had later died of a fever, leaving Martha to fend for 
herself. For more than two years she'd been totally cut off from any other living soul. Barricading herself 
in an old shack, she'd survived by trapping and eating the bizarre creatures which were in plentiful supply 
down there. 

When Will, Chester and a badly injured Elliott had arrived on the scene, she had instantly formed 
attachments to the boys, as if they were substitutes for the beloved son she'd lost. In fact, these 
attachments had been so strong, she'd been quite prepared for Elliott to die so that the two boys weren't 
put at risk. She'd kept it from them that there was a supply of modern medicines in a submarine that had 
been sucked down another of the pores. But after Will had discovered the truth, she redeemed herself by 
taking him and Chester there, effectively saving Elliott's life. And the boys had forgiven her for her 
deception. 

That had been then. 

Right now Chester hadn't the faintest idea what he was going to do next. He had Martha to cope with, 
on top of the ever-present threat of the Styx, who would be after him wherever he went Topsoil. He had 
nowhere to go, and no one he could go to for help, except Drake. Drake was his only hope, his only 


lifeline. 

Drake, please, please be here! Chester thought as he scoured the murky darkness of the quay, wishing 
the man would just appear. Chester wanted to scream out his name, but he didn't, because no doubt 
Martha would take it badly if she learnt he had tried to contact him. Chester knew how over-protective 
and possessive she was, and the last thing he needed now was for her to go into one of her protracted 
sulks. And Chester had not way of telling if Drake had received the message he'd left on the remote 
server for him. Or even if he was still alive. 

Still without speaking, Chester and Martha followed Will's instructions and hauled the launch from 
the water. Laboring under the pull of gravity, in not time at all both of them were short of breath. 
However, with much groaning and cursing from Martha, they eventually lugged it over to one of the 
empty buildings, where they propped it up on its side. 

As Chester leant with his hands on his knees to recover, he realized all he wanted to do was to go to 
London and see his parents again. Whatever the risk. Maybe his mother and father would be able to sort 
this terrible mess out. Maybe they could just hide him away somewhere. He didn't care — he had to see 
them and let them know he was all right. 


x x x x x 


Rebecca Two swam quickly back to her sister. She was relieved to find that she still had her fingers 
hooked around the electrical cables. The Styx girl had managed to hold herself above the water, but her 
strength was failing rapidly. Her head was slumped against her raised arm, and her eyes were firmly shut. 
It took Rebecca Two several seconds to rouse her. It was becoming imperative that she be moved 
somewhere dry and warm before shock set in. 

"Take in as much air as you can. I'm going to get us out of here," Rebecca Two said. "There's a place 
up ahead." 

"What place?" Rebecca One mumbled listlessly. 

"I followed some narrow-gauge railway tracks along the bottom of the tunnel," Rebecca Two replied, 
flicking her eyes at the water just below their chins. "I came up in a section that wasn't flooded. It was 
larger than just another air pocket—" 

"Let's do it," Rebecca One cut her short. She took a deep breath and released the overhead cables. 

Rebecca Two dragged her sister after her until they reached the place she'd described. As Rebecca 
One floated on her back, Rebecca Two pulled her along like a lifeguard. 

Before long, the water was shallow enough to wade through, although Rebecca Two was forced to 
support her sister every step of the way. They stumbled and splashed along until they finally came to dry 
ground. 

Rebecca Two noticed the tracks continued in the tunnel up ahead, but much as she wanted to find out 
where they led, she needed to deal with her sister first. She laid her down, then very gently peeled back 
her shirt to inspect the wound. There was a small puncture in the side of her midriff, just above her hip. 
Although the wound didn't appear to be that serious at first glance, an alarming amount of blood was 
welling out of it and leaving a translucent red film over the girl's wet stomach. 

"How's it look?" Rebecca One asked. 

"Im going to roll you over onto your side," Rebecca Two warned, then carefully lifted her sister to 
check her back. "Thought so," she said under her breath as she found a second wound where the bullet 
had exited. 

"How's it look?" Rebecca One repeated through gritted teeth. "Just tell me." 

"Could be worse. Bad news is you're losing a lot of blood. The good news is the bullet hit you in the 
side of your stomach, in the fleshy part—" 

"What do you mean ‘fleshy part’? You saying I'm fat?" Rebecca One growled, indignant despite her 
weakened state.. 

"You always were the vain one, weren't you? Let me finish," Rebecca Two said, lowering her sister 
onto her back again. "The bullet's passed right through you, so at least I won't have to dig it out. But I've 
got to stop the bleeding. And you know what that means..." 


"Yes," Rebecca One murmured. She suddenly became insanely angry, clenching her slender fingers 
into fists. "I can't believe that little runt did this to me. He actually shot me! Will shot me!" she fumed. 
"How dare he!" 

"Take it easy," Rebecca Two said, as she took off her own shirt. She gnawed on the hem unit she was 
able to tear a strip from it, then tore several more. 

Rebecca One was still ranting. "His biggest mistake was he didn't finish me off. He should've 
finished the job when he had the chance, because I'm going back for him. And I'm going to make bloody 
sure he feels pain like this, but a million times worse." 

"You better believe it," Rebecca Two agreed, as she knotted two of the strips together, then folded the 
remaining ones so they formed pads. 

"I want to cut and bleed the little pig, but slowly... so slowly... over days... no... weeks," Rebecca One 
seethed in a semi-delirium. "And he took the Dominion virus from us. He's got to pay f—" 

"We'll get Dominion back. Now can you just shut up, please. You need to save your strength," 
Rebecca Two said. "I'm going to put patches on your wounds, then bind them really tight." 

Rebecca One tensed as her sister placed the pads of material over both bullet holes. Then, as Rebecca 
Two passed the strip around her waist and pulled hard, the Styx girl's terrible screams of agony echoed 
down the darkened tunnel. 


"Do hurry it up, love," Martha pressed Chester as he tried to decide what he wanted to take with him. 
He didn't reply, but inwardly he was about ready to explode. 

Oh, leave me alone, will you? 

She really was like some annoying busybody of an aunt, always fussing over him and giving him 
cow-eyed looks of devotion. And she'd been sweating profusely since they hauled the launch out of the 
water, and Chester was sure he could smell a sour odor emanating from her. 

"No point dilly-dallying round here, dearie," she said in a sickly voice. 

"That was it. He couldn't take any more of her hovering behind him. She was always just that little 
bit too close, and it made him very uncomfortable. He snatched up a few items at random and stuffed 
them on top of the sleeping bag in his rucksack, which he then did up. 

"Ready," he announced, intentionally swinging the rucksack onto his should so that it force Martha to 
take a step back to avoid being bashed by it. The he marched rapidly down the quay and away from her. 

But within seconds she was behind him again, like some stray dog. 

"Where is it then," Martha demanded sharply, as Chester tried to recall will's directions. He could 
hear her breathing was becoming louder, as if she was annoyed with him, or the situation she now found 
herself in. 

While her behavior was a general source of irritation for Chester, every so often another side to her 
would reveal itself. With very little warning, she would lose her temper and become thoroughly nasty. 
Chester found that he was really quite frightened on these occasions. 

"I don't know," he answered as civilly as he could manage, "but if Will said it's here, then it's here 
somewhere." 

They were checking between the single-story buildings, crude concrete structures. All of which 
lacked any glass in their windows. There was nothing to explain what the buildings had been used for — 
they were unmarked except for numbers stenciled on them in white paint. There was something about the 
buildings that made Chester shiver. He wondered if at some time in the past soldiers had been billeted in 
them, living down here in the dark and the isolation. But now the buildings were empty except for rubble 
and pieces of twisted metal. 

As Martha began to breathe even more heavily, the prelude for another grumble, Chester's light fell on 
the opening he'd been searching for. 

"Aha! This is it!" he announced quickly, hoping it would silence the woman. "They had both 
regarded the passage that Will had opened up by removing a number of breeze blocks. 

"Yes," Martha said, without emotion. 


Chester got the sense she was disappointed. Raising her crossbow as if she expected trouble, she 
climbed through first. Chester didn't follow right away, shaking his head before going after her. On the 
other side, he found her feet were swilling through foul-smelling water, the stench becoming even more 
pronounced as their movement stirred it up. 

"Meh!" he scowled, consoling himself that at least he wasn't able to smell Martha any longer. He 
caught sight of some half-submerged wooden planking, then several rusty oil drums. One of these drums 
was empty and floating on its side. As the water around it was disturbed, it was knocking against the wall 
and making a hollow metallic sound, like a bell being rung far out at sea. 

But there was another sound — a steady tap tap. Chester spotted an empty Diet Coke can bumping 
against the oil drum. He stared at it, transfixed by its red and silver markings — so clear and clean and 
modern — and his spirits soared. The Coke can was unmistakably from the surface, and to him it 
represented something from his own world. Chester wondered if perhaps Will had discarded it here when 
he and Dr. Burrows had come back to this underground harbor, just prior to making their return journey 
down to the fallout shelter. He liked the idea that it was a connection to his friend. 

Martha noticed Chester had stopped to stare at the can, and grunted at him to get a move on. It meant 
nothing to her. They passed through a doorway and into the room beyond, which was lined with lockers. 
Exactly where Will had said it would be, they found the ladder in a small adjoining room that would 
allow them to climb the short distance to the surface. Martha tested a few of the treads set into the 
concrete wall, then, moving sluggishly, she began up it. 

Am I really, there? I can't believe it! Chester thought, as Martha led the way to the light. Although 
he was shielding his eyes, the brilliance of the sky was too much for him, and he tumbled blindly out of 
the hatch. He dropped on to all fours, crawling behind a clump of brambles where Martha had already 
installed herself. They both remained hidden there as, little by little, Chester's sight adjusted to the 
daylight. Conditions weren't even that bright — it was late on a dreary afternoon, the sky crowded with 
clouds. 

"Here we are then, my dearie," Martha said conversationally. 

If the was Chester's big moment, the moment he returned home from deep within the Earth, after more 
months than he cared to remember and after everything he'd had to endure, then it was a crashing 
anticlimax. To say the least. 

"The land of evil Topsoilers," Martha added in a disparaging tone. Chester watched as she wound a 
grimy scarf around her head, leaving only a slit for her eyes. As she tried to peer at him, Chester realized 
that it was going to take her a good while to get used to the light. 

An idea sprang into his head. 

I could ditch her! 

She he run away? While her vision was still impaired, she'd find it difficult to catch up with him. 
Now's your chance, he told himself, as she gave a full-bodied sniff. The snot in her nostrils rattled, and 
she lifted a section of her scarf and began to squeeze each of them in turn, exactly as if she was attempting 
to coax the last bit of toothpaste from the tube. 

Chester recalled the moment when he, Will and Cal had first arrived at the Miners’ Station in the 
Deeps, and he had done something similarly disgusting. Well, it had disgusted Will, anyway. It made 
him think again of his friend and all the times they'd had together — good and bad — and Chester 
realized he couldn't be angry with him any more. He had no idea if Will had survived the leap into the 
pore called Smoking Jean as he'd followed his father down it. Or indeed if Elliott had survived, as she'd 
chosen to go the same way. 

Chester shuddered. 

They'd all gone and perhaps they were dead and that was the last he would ever see of them. 

Or perhaps they were continuing the great adventure that he and Will had embarked on that day in the 
basement of the Burrows' house, when they'd set off down a tunnel. Chester realized that he'd described it 
in his mind as an adventure, and felt a pang that he could be missing out right now. 

He thought of the three of them doing extraordinary things... Will, Dr. Burrows and Elliott... Elliott... 
Elliott... He visualized her with such clarity she could have been standing right in front of him... just as 
she'd been at the moment she'd drunk the fluid from the wolf's eyeball... he saw her mischievous, teasing 


smile as she'd turned to him and suggested he try it too. Chester had nothing but admiration for her — 
she'd kept them alive with her incredible skills. But, above all else, it was that smile which persisted in 
his mind's eye, filling him with such a feeling of loss and exclusion. 

Chester sighed, reminding himself he head to be better off up here on the surface. He'd had more than 
enough brushes with death to last anyone for several lifetimes... it had to be safer up here. 

At least that was what he tried to tell himself as Martha managed to coax a grey skein of snot from her 
nostril, wiping it on her already filthy coat. 

Please, Chester thought. 

Did it all boil down to this — had he made his choice between Elliott... and this revolting old woman? 

"Yes, here we are," he finally answered Martha, looking quickly away from her. "We're Topsoil, all 
right." 

The light was failing rapidly as evening set in, making it easier for Martha to see. From where they 
were hiding, they could glimpse various buildings, very square and functional in appearance. 

So, after several hours and now under cover of darkness, they decided to emerge from behind the 
brambles. They carefully picked their way between the disused buildings of the former airfield. Will had 
told Chester it was in Norfolk, a good hundred miles from London. 

They crossed what appeared to be the former parade ground, an eerie, echoing place with weeds 
growing through cracks in the asphalt surface. As he passed behind it, Chester inspected an open-backed 
lorry which, from its appearance, he guessed must belong to builders or some type of tradesman. He 
knew he was right about this when he noticed scaffolding around one of the buildings — events had 
obviously moved on since Will and Dr. Burrows had last been here, and construction work was already 
well underway. Then, in the distance, he spotted a Portakabin. Its windows were illuminated and a Land 
Rover was parked beside it. Will had warned him about the security guards patrolling the airfield, and 
this had to be where they were based. Carried by the wind, Chester could hear the sound of their laughter 
and their raised voices. 

"We could ask them for help," he suggested. 

"No," Martha replied. 

He didn't bother to argue with her, but when they were further away from the Portakabin, Martha 
suddenly seized hold of him. 

"We do NOT go to the Heathen for help! Never!" she raved, shaking him. "Topsoilers are evil!" 

"Okay... yes... yes," he gasped, completely taken aback by the ferocity of her reaction. Then just as 
abruptly, her fury seemed to evaporate and a fawning smile dropped back into place on her chubby face. 
Chester wasn't sure which he preferred most. But he was going to be a damned sight more careful about 
what he said after that. 


With the full weight of her sister on her back, Rebecca Two was grateful for the low gravity as she 
marched doggedly up the inclined tunnel. Although the injured girl had lost consciousness again, 
Rebecca Two was maintaining a one-way conversation with her. 

"We'll figure something out — you see. You're going to be just fine," she said. In truth, she was 
frantically worried about her sister's condition. The makeshift dressing seemed to have done the trick and 
slowed the bleeding, but Rebecca One had already lost far too much blood. It didn't look good. 

However, Rebecca Two wasn't about to give up hope yet, lugging her human burden for kilometer 
after kilometer as she trod the dust between the corroded rails of the train track. Although she was 
passing the mouths of other passages, she kept to the track in the main tunnel, believing that it would 
eventually take her out of the mine. 

And she was encouraged when she came across pieces of old machinery, further evidence of the 
civilization that had been responsible for this underground working. She didn't stop to examine the 
equipment, which appeared to be pumps and generators. Although somewhat dated in their design, she 
assumed they were variations on Topsoil technology utilized in deep mining. From time to time she also 
spotted pickaxes, shovels and hard hats discarded along the way. 


Her overriding priority was to get back into the open, not least because she herself was beginning to 
feel dizzy from lack of food and water. But she also wanted to replace her sister's temporary dressing 
with something more effective as soon as she could. Rebecca Two swore as she remembered the battle 
dressings in the jacket that she'd been forced to leave behind when Will and Elliott had ambushed them. 

After several more kilometers with only the steady crunch of her boots to keep her company, she 
began to become aware to another noise. 

"Do you hear that?" she asked, not expecting an answer from her sister. She stopped to listen. 
Although it was intermittent, it seemed to be a distant whining noise. She set off again and, as the 
railway track gradually took her around a corner, she felt a gust on her face. It was fresh air. Filled with 
hope, she picked up the pace. 

The howling grew louder and the breeze stronger until she spotted a glow coming from up ahead. 

"Daylight... I think this could be it," she said. Then, as she followed the tracks up an even steeper 
section of tunnel, the source of illumination came into view. 

The tracks continued, but along one side of the tunnel, where there should have been hewn rock, there 
was a blinding light. As far as she could tell it wasn't artificial. But after so many hours in the darkness 
with only the green hue cast by her luminescent orb, it was difficult for her to look directly at it. 

"I'm going to leave you here for a second," she said, and carefully put her sister down. 

Then, protecting her eyes with her arm, she advanced toward the light. The gusts of wind blew with 
such intensity that they pushed her back. 

She told herself to be patient until her vision could cope with the glare, and, after a while, she was 
able to remove her arm. Through the jagged opening she could see white sky. Combined with the wind, 
the overall effect was that she was somewhere very high up, not far under the clouds if there'd been any. 

"So... all this time... have I been climbing up the inside of a mountain?" she posed to herself. 

Giving a shrug, she went nearer to the opening. 

She cried out in wonder. 

"You've got to see this! You'll love this!" Rebecca Two shouted to her unconscious sister. 

Far down below her was a city with a river cutting through the middle of it. As she traced the route of 
the river, she saw that it ran into an area of water that stretched as far as the eye could see. 

"An ocean?" she asked. 

However it was the city that filled her with awe. Not only was it on an immense scale, but the 
buildings within it also seemed to be correspondingly large. Even at this great distance, it was possible to 
pick out with the naked eye what appeared to be a huge arch, not dissimilar to the Arc de Triomphe in 
Paris, with wide avenues radiating all around it. Although this arch was by far the most substantial 
structure, there were numerous other buildings, all of classical proportion, and all laid out in regular 
blocks. As Rebecca Two worked her way out from the center of the city, there were extensive areas of 
smaller buildings, which she assumed were houses. 

And this certainly wasn't some deserted ghost city. 

If she looked really hard, what appeared to be vehicles were moving in the avenue and streets, smaller 
even than fleas at that distance. 

She caught the steady beat of an engine and sought out a helicopter hovering over the city — it was 
unlike any type of helicopter she'd seen Topsoil, with rotors on either side of its fuselage rather than at 
each end. "What is that?" she said. 

She returned her attention to the ocean beyond the city. If she shielded her eyes, where the sun 
glinted off the surface of the water there seemed to be all manner of boats and ships. 

But what made by far the biggest impression on her was the aura of order and power that emanated 
from this massive metropolis. She nodded approvingly to herself. 

"My kinda place," she said. 
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Tired as they were, Chester and Martha traveled through the night, tramping through countless fields, 
and giving any inhabited buildings or roads a wide berth. Martha was adamant that she lead the way, 
although Chester knew she couldn't have the faintest idea of where she was heading. He didn't either, but 
he resolved to go along with her for the time being — it wasn't as if he had any sort of alternative plan at 
that precise moment, not with her around his neck, anyway. 

As he walked, Chester thought about Drake, deciding that he should try to leave another message for 
him. If nothing came of it, he would bite the bullet and ring his parents. But to make either call, Chester 
needed a phone, and he was prepared to bide his time until he came across one. He knew only too well 
that Martha would do all she could to stop him speaking to ‘evil Topsoilers’, so somehow he'd have to 
give her the slip. That decision sustained him as he went — he just wanted more than anything to be shot 
of the woman. 

As the first signs of light mottled the sky, they stopped in a clearing in the middle of a small wooded 
area surrounded by fields. The dawn chorus was just beginning, and Chester couldn't believe how noisy 
and how numerous the birds were. There was chattering and activity everywhere. It was in such contrast 
to the subterranean environments Chester had grown accustomed to, where if an animal showed itself, it 
was either trying to eat you, or you might try to eat it. 

And he'd certainly never witnessed such a profusion of birds in Highfield. I'm a city boy, Chester 
reflected, as he listened to the cacophony of birdsong, but then reconsidered this. His life in Highfield felt 
like such a long time ago, and he really didn't know what he was any longer. 

Bustling around at the edge of the clearing, Martha was lopping off branches, which she was using to 
build a pair of lean-to shelters either side of a coppiced ash. The shelters were too close to each other for 
Chester's liking, but he had no say in the matter. Besides, he was utterly exhausted — he yearned to lie 
down and go to sleep. Both he and Martha had helped themselves to sleeping bags from the 
quartermaster's stores in the fallout shelter, and he was just pulling his from the bottom of his rucksack 
when he heard a hiss. "Was that you?" he asked wearily, without bothering to look up. 

"Quiet!" Martha ordered in a low voice. 

Still on her haunches, she moved crablike toward him. He'd just turned to see what she was talking 
about when she knocked him to the ground. "Quiet. Quiet. Quiet," she was saying repeatedly as she fell 
on top of him, and tried to cup a hand over his mouth. 

Caught in the beam from his luminescent orb, Martha's face was centimeters from his. Chester was 
treated to a close-up of the curly red whiskers growing on her chin. 

"No!" he yelled, as he managed to push her off. Now they were side by side on the ground, she still 
refused to let go of him. As he shouted at her, she kept trying to stifle him with her hands. 

He was fending her away from his face, and they were both breathing heavily from the exertion as 
they cursed each other. Chester was surprised at just how strong she was. The struggle devolved into an 
exchange of slaps as they turned circles on the forest floor, ploughing up twigs and leaf debris in their 
wake. 

"Just stop it!" he cried. 

He'd drawn back his arm with his fist clenched, ready to punch her, when his panic cleared for a split 
second. His father's stern words came back to him. 

You never hit a lady. 

Chester hesitated. 

"Lady?" he muttered, asking himself whether Martha qualified for this description. 

But he had to do something to stop this ridiculous struggle. 

He swung at Martha, connecting with her jaw. The blow jerked her head to one side and she 
immediately released him. Chester couldn't get to his feet quickly enough, scrambling away from her. 

"What the hell's wrong with you?" he yelled from the edge of the clearing, worried she was going to 
come at him again. He was short of breath and had difficulty getting his words out. "Have you gone 
completely mad?" 


She began to crawl toward him, but then got up on her knees. She didn't seem angry with him. 
Instead there was a look of terror in her eyes as she held out her jaw, and peered up at the tops of trees 
around the edge of the clearing. 

"Didn't you hear it?" she whispered urgently. 

"Hear what?" Chester said, poised to run if she made a move toward him. 

"That noise," she replied. 

Chester didn't answer right away. "All I hear is birds — millions of bloody birds," he replied. "That's 
all." 

"It was no bird," she said, almost gabbling she was so frightened. She was still looking upwards, 
eyeing the grey sky between the trees. "It was a Bright. I heard the beat of its wings. One of them's 
trailed us up here. They do that — I told you. Ihad one of them after me in the Deeps. Once they fix on 
you, they don't give—" 

"A Bright? That's totally hat stand!" Chester interrupted. "You heard some pigeon or sparrow fly 
over us. There aren't any Brights here, you bloody idiot." 

He'd had enough of this nonsense. The Brights were huge moth-like predators with an unrivaled 
appetite for meat, particularly human meat. Although they might have been one of the worst threats in the 
levels deeper down in the Earth where Martha had been living, he just didn't accept that one could have 
pursued them all the way to the surface. "You're losing the plot!" he shouted at her. 

She was massaging her chin where he'd struck her. "I was only trying to save you, Chester," she said 
meekly. "I was trying to protect you, so if it swooped, it would take me... not you." 

Chester didn't know what to think. 

He felt bad about hitting her —if she'd really believed that a Bright had been about to attack, then he 
understood why she'd acted the way she had, and he should be grateful. But how could it be a Bright? 
Martha was obviously convinced she'd heard one, but then again she didn't look right. Her face was 
drawn and haunted, and, as Chester watched her, she was acting very strangely. Her eyes were 
continuously darting from side to side, as if she was seeing things up in the trees. 

Getting to her feet, she returned to the shelters to finish them, then began to prepare some food. 
When it was ready, Chester accepted it without a word — he was just too hungry and too tired to argue 
with her. As they ate in silence, Chester puzzled over the incident. Bright or no Bright, he decided he 
didn't want to be around her a moment longer than he had to. He had to make a break for it as soon as he 
could. 


Rebecca Two staggered out into the sunlight. She didn't put her sister down right away, taking a 
moment to evaluate where she was. A narrow, rocky plateau stretched ahead of her, bordered on the left 
by a series of jagged peaks. The peaks were too steep to consider climbing them, although Rebecca 
Two's sense of direction told her the city she'd seen must lie on the other side. 

Directly in front of her, the railway tracks continued for several hundred meters, then culminated in 
some sort of a low building. A dirt road appeared to lead beyond it. She wondered if this would prove to 
be the way down to the city. 

As the wind got up and blew her long hair across her face, she turned to her right. "I climbed a 
mountain, all right," she muttered, looking out across the tops of the giant trees, which extended to the far 
horizon. "We're on some kind of ridge above the jungle," she told her unconscious sister as she held her 
in her arms. 

Rebecca Two wasn't terribly surprised. She'd been climbing continuously since the spectacular view 
of the metropolis, and even then she'd been at a considerable height. 

"Follow the yellow brick road, I suppose," she sighed, feeling the blistering heat on her skin as she 
kept to the railway track and walked down the slight incline to the building. The plateau was completely 
exposed to the sun, and there was absolutely no sign of any vegetation. "Got to get you into the shade," 
she said to her sister. 

A weak moan came from Rebecca One. 


The building was basic, fabricated from sun-bleached timber and pitted sheet metal. But at least it 
was a refuge from the heat. Once she'd put her sister down, Rebecca Two began to explore further. There 
were a number of railway trucks in one corner, and she went to the nearest of these and scooped up a 
handful of the material that still filled it. "Mining," she said, tipping pieces of rock from her palm. It was 
obvious that these trucks had once been used to bring out the spoils from the workings in the mountain. 

She quickly searched the rest of the building, but there was nothing there of use to her. As she 
approached a door at the rear of the building, she knocked over some empty beer bottles with her foot. 
"Just water would do me," she muttered, as the bottles came to rest on the concrete floor. 

She passed through the door, finding she was out in the open again. There she discovered an old 
three-ton lorry, the rubber of its tires perished away into dark piles around its wheel hubs. She touched 
the emblem on the battered radiator grille of the vehicle — although it had been damaged, there was an 
enameled manufacturer's badge that resembled an old-fashioned space rocket, and underneath this was a 
name. 

"BLIT—?" Rebecca Two read out loud, but the rest of the letters were missing. Next to the lorry were 
four large fuel tanks — probably each capable of taking several hundred gallons. "Petrol," she decided as 
she sniffed at them. 

Her eyes followed the dirt track until it turned a corner a little further ahead. "So that's our way 
down," she said. She'd been right — it was evidently the only means up or down the mountain, either for 
lorries or on foot. 

Over the bluster of the wind, she heard her sister calling. They were both dehydrated and badly in 
need of water, but more pressing than this, Rebecca One required urgent medical attention. If she didn't 
receive it, then Rebecca Two was under no illusion: it would be touch and go whether the girl survived 
this ordeal. 

Rebecca Two had just begun to turn back toward her sister when she spotted something from the 
corner of her eye. She held completely still. 

A flare climbed above the trees on a vertical trajectory. It bisected the perfect white of the sky with a 
thin crimson line, much as a surgeon's scalpel when it makes the first incision into youthful skin. 

It wasn't just that this was a sign of life — it wasn't any old flare — its color was all-important to the 
Styx girl. 

"Yes!" she said, her dry lips beginning to curl into a smile. "Three... two..." she counted the seconds 
expectantly, hardly able to breathe she was so excited. 

"ONE!" she yelled. 

As the flare continued its trajectory, the line abruptly transformed from red to black. The purest 
black. Then, in a silent explosion, it blossomed momentarily into a spherical cloud. The cloud quickly 
dispersed, leaving no trace that it had ever been there. 

"The red and black!" she exclaimed, clapping her hands together. "Bless their SOPs." She was 
referring to the Limiters' Standard Operating Procedures, for she had just spotted one of their call signs. 

She was beaming widely now. 

Somewhere out there in the jungle was likely to be at least one of her highly-trained and resourceful 
soldiers, and he was attempting to communicate with other Styx in the area. Limiters normally operated 
with zero profile, and would never dream of revealing their presence but in the most exceptional 
circumstances. And this was certainly an exceptional situation. Rebecca Two had little doubt in her mind 
that the sign was intended for her and her sister. 

Somehow, she had to return the signal. She had to let them know her location. She cast about in 
desperation until her eyes fell on the fuel tanks. "That's it," she said, her determination making her voice 
husky. 

It was worth a try. As she scanned the horizon, there were a couple of white columns of smoke rising 
above the jungle from the usual fires, but those were in the far distance. If she could light her own fire, it 
might just be enough to send a countersignal. 

But then she realized she had nothing with her, only the clothes on her back. Even if there was 
enough fuel in the tanks, how could she ignite it? "Think, think, think!" she shouted. Glancing up at the 
sun, she was struck by an idea. "Glass! The bottles!" she cried. 


She tore into the building. "You need to be somewhere safe," she told her sister, as she hurriedly 
carried her back up the railway tracks to the entrance to the mine. She returned to the building alone and 
snatched up one of the beer bottles she'd knocked over. Taking it outside, she inspected the fuel tanks. 

The only means she could find of getting at the fuel inside the tanks was the filling caps on top of 
each of them. Arming herself with a length of wood, she climbed onto the first tank, which creaked and 
only just supported her weight. The rust had eaten right through the metal and she was able to see inside 
it. All the fuel had long since evaporated, and that was no good to her. She swore. 

She leapt the meter across to the next tank. It seemed to be in far better condition, resounding solidly 
as she landed on it. She tried to turn the filling cap, but it wouldn't move. 

"Come on!" she shouted. Time was of the essence — she had to signal back as soon as she could. 
She struck at the cap with the piece of wood to loosen it, and then set about trying to open it again. With 
much heaving and straining, it finally began to turn. AS she took the cap off, there was a hiss due to the 
higher pressure inside the tank, and the smell of the petrol fumes made her wrinkle up her nose. 

"Perfect," she said, and then thrust the piece of wood inside the tank and pulled it out. The wood was 
wet with fuel — she was relieved to find the tank was almost full. She repeatedly dunked the wood, 
allowing the petrol to spill around the opening, then quickly jumped down. 

Back on the ground, she smashed the bottle against a rock and chose a piece of it — the concave 
circle from its base. She cleaned it by rubbing it on her shirt. Then she dropped on to her knees with the 
length of wood. She angled the circle of glass, focusing the sun's rays directly on the wood, which was 
still saturated with petrol. 

The sunlight was so powerful that, when concentrated by the circle of glass, it ignited the petrol 
within seconds. She jumped to her feet and, making sure her makeshift torch was burning as well as it 
was going to, readied herself. She couldn’t miss the top of the tank. She took aim, then swung the 
flaming torch at it. Then she wheeled around and ran with all her might. 

She'd only managed to go twenty meters when the fuel went up with a loud popping sound. A 
millisecond later, there was a deafening explosion. The blast ripped off the entire top of the tank, which 
was propelled high into the sky, and she was thrown to the ground. She felt the searing heat on the back 
of her neck, but kept crawling. Two other adjoining tanks were set alight, both exploding almost 
simultaneously and sending a sheet of fire over the lorry and the building. 

By the time she reached her sister in the entrance to the mine, the lorry and the building were engulfed 
in a mass of flames, and smoke was beginning to issue into the sky. A dense black smoke, which would 
set it apart from the jungle fires. 

Rebecca One had been roused by the sound of the explosions. 

"What's that?" she asked, trying to focus on the blaze. 

"Reinforcements," Rebecca Two replied. 

"Huh?" her sister mumbled. 

"Our people know we're here, and they've sent us help," Rebecca Two told her, laughing. "We've got 
Limiters!" 


The Limiters who had climbed the tall jungle trees to act as spotters saw the smoke emanating from 
the distant mountain ridge. Like a dark bruise on the sky, it rose on the far horizon, and it was impossible 
for them to miss it with their high-powered binoculars. The three spotters didn't shout down to their 
comrades, but zeroed in on the source of the smoke, watching for several seconds to make sure. Although 
the range was too great to make out who was responsible for the fire, the volume of smoke seemed to be 
increasing, as if the blaze had only just been started. 

The spotters signaled to each other and quickly slid down to the ground, where the rest of their squad 
were waiting. Not a word was spoken as Stalker attack dogs were untied from the trees at the edge of the 
clearing, and then the fifty-strong company of Limiters set off across the grasslands in the direction of the 
mountain. 

Up to this point they'd had nothing to go on. They hadn't been able to locate the Rebecca twins' scent 


trail anywhere in the jungle. But now they'd seen the countersignal, they would keep going until they had 
reached the mountain and the source of the smoke. And beyond it, if it proved necessary. 

Now nothing would deter them. 

If anyone had been there to see them, they might have mistaken the men and dogs running at great 
speed across the grasslands for a thick shadow cast upon the ground. 

The shadow of a very angry storm cloud. 
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"Where's that damn city gone to?" she grumbled. 

Knowing she couldn't just hang on until help turned up, Rebecca Two had decided to head down the 
mountain. She estimated she'd gone at least five kilometers along the dirt track, which lay in the very 
bottom of a sheer-sided gulley. Its sides had long since obscured her view of the jungle and, more 
importantly, prevented her from seeing how far she had yet to descend, or how close she was to the city. 
And the combination of the unrelenting heat and the weight of her sister in her arms was beginning to sap 
the last of her strength. 

She was just thinking how badly they needed water when she saw that the track before her leveled out 
and, if anything, was beginning to rise. 

"Oh, give me a break!" she yelled. 

This seemed to strike a chord with Rebecca One, who was drifting in and out of consciousness. 
"Will," she croaked. "Gonna break his neck. Gonna kill him." 

"That's good — hang on to those positive thoughts," Rebecca Two encouraged her. While the 
makeshift dressings had helped to slow the worst of her sister's bleeding, they hadn't stopped it altogether. 
"Not far now. You're doing just great," Rebecca Two lied to her, aware of the sticky dampness 
permeating her own shirt. 

As the track swung through a series of hairpin bends, Rebecca Two was relieved beyond words that it 
had begun to descend again. Then, after a few minutes, it finally emerged from the gulley, allowing her a 
full view of the surrounding area. 

She came to a sudden halt, blinking sweat from her eyes. "Look at that!" 

She'd made it down from the mountain, but this alone hadn't lifted her spirits. 

Before her was a road — a real road. It ran beside an unfeasibly tall wall, on top of which was a 
tangle of barbed wire. And Rebecca Two had glimpsed something far more significant even than this. 

On the other side of the wall was a row of huge industrial chimneys, very square and regular. They 
stretched for some way into the distance. "You've got to see this," she urged her sister. "We're on the 
home straight!" 

Groaning, Rebecca One lifted her head from her sister's chest and tried her hardest to focus. 
"Civilization," she whispered. 

"Yeah. But which civilization?" Rebecca Two asked, still marveling at the scale of the chimneys. 

"Don't care... hurry, please," her sister begged her. "Feel awful." 

"Sorry," Rebecca Two said, as she moved onto the road. It wasn't made of tarmac, which would have 
become tacky or even melted under the never-ceasing sunlight, but of a light-colored concrete. With the 
appearance of smooth chalk, it was perfectly level and precisely built. This may have been some minor 
service road by the side of an industrial estate, but someone had taken great pride in their work. Someone 
like things to be just right. 

Rebecca Two began to make out more chimneys in the distance, then, some twenty minutes later, she 
saw that a second industrial complex was looming. The sun glinted off bulbous stainless-steel structures, 
between which there were slimmer columns and a lattice of intricate pipe work, also of highly polished 
stainless steel. Small puffs of steam or white gas issued from multiple valves around the installation, 
hissing fiercely as if it was complaining to itself about having to work in the oppressive heat. 

Now able to move more quickly on the solid surface, Rebecca noticed that the wall ended just before 
this new complex. As she reached the corner, she found that to her left was a much wider road. It was 
some kind of a dual carriageway, with palm trees growing in the central reservation. 

The air immediately above the chalky surface of the road was so superheated, it had the appearance of 
shimmering pools of mercury. Rebecca Two strained her eyes but couldn't see any people, only the 
suggestion of a solitary vehicle parked a little distance down. She hurried toward it, noting the roadway 
was clean and free from debris, and that the central reservation was well tended. This, and the fact that 
the industrial plant seemed to be in operation, meant that she had to come across people before long. And 
people meant help for her sister. 


"It's a car," Rebecca Two said, as she came to it. "But what type?" 

Putting her sister gently down on the pavement, she began to inspect it. "Looks a bit like a Beetle," 
she reflected, although it was bigger and squatter than any Topsoil Volkswagen she'd ever seen, and the 
tires far chunkier. It was painted silver and although there was no rust on the bodywork, it didn't appear 
to be very new. Holding up her hand to shield her brow, she peered through the tinted windows and tried 
to make out the interior. It was very unsophisticated, with a painted metal dashboard in which the usual 
dials and speedometer were mounted. She tried the driver's door but it was locked, and as she was 
passing around the front of the vehicle she stopped by the bonnet. "It is a Volkswagen," she said, 
studying the chrome emblem. "But I've never seen this model before." 

Hearing a rumbling noise, she swung to the stretch of road ahead. Through he heat haze she caught a 
glimpse of a large vehicle, possibly a lorry, as it changed up a gear and accelerated across the carriageway 
at a crossroads. 

"Come on, girl," she said, as she picked up her sister, who murmured something unintelligible. 
Rebecca One's face was as white as a sheet except for the dark smudges below her eyes. "Not far now. 
Just hang in there," Rebecca Two told her, praying that help would be at hand when they reached the end 
of the road. And soon. 


Chester slowly crawled a little way out of his sleeping bag. Although the sun was up, he had no idea 
what time of day it was. As he peered through the branches of his shelter, he thought he could make out 
Martha's slumbering form in her sleeping bag. In outline, she resembled a large pile of dirty laundry, 
which wasn't far from Chester's perception of her. For a few minutes he watched her carefully for any 
sign of movement. 

The loopy cow's still out of it. Time to leg it, he finally told himself, remembering all too clearly how 
she'd set about him on the pretext that a Bright was about to attack. It really had been the last straw — 
and he wasn't going to stick around for more bouts of her deranged behavior. 

It's not as if I owe her anything, he decided and, trying his hardest not to make any noise, slid the rest 
of the way out of his sleeping bag. She doesn't need me around. She can take care of herself. 

Chester checked Martha once again. His plan was simple. He was going to get himself back to his 
home in London, even if he had to walk the whole way. And as he didn't have any money, he had no 
alternative but to walk, unless he could hitch a lift. Or unless he handed himself into the authorities, 
which he knew he couldn't do because Will had warned him that the Styx had agents everywhere. The 
future looked rather bleak and uncertain, but anything was better than staying with mad Martha. 

His joints felt stiff as he put on his rucksack and set off on all fours over the forest floor, grimacing as 
the dry leaves rustled under him. 

He was some meters away from the shelters when he threw a last glance back at them to make sure 
she wasn't stirring. 

"Sleep will?" said Martha cheerily. 

As he wheeled around, his hands slid in the leaves and he nearly fell flat on his face. 

She was in the shade of the low-hanging branches of an elder tree. On the ground beside her, feathers 
were wafting around in the light breeze, and the pink and plucked bodies of three small birds were laid out 
in a row. Like some obscenely overgrown toddler playing with its ghoulish doll, she was sitting with her 
legs splayed out in front of her as she worked on a fourth bird. From its size, Chester guessed that it was 
a wood pigeon. 

"Er, yes," he gasped, watching as she tore the last feathers from its limp corpse. 

"Easy pickings, these dumb Topsoil beasts," she said matter-of-factly, putting the pigeon with the 
others. "And I found a bumper crop of mushrooms," she added, indicating the small pile beside the birds. 
As she lit a fire, then began to cook the first of the birds over it, Chester could see she was having 
little trouble adjusting to this new environment. And he wondered if she realized that he'd been about to 

ditch her. 


Rebecca Two continued through the industrial area until she came to an open gateway in yet another 
wall. It wasn't by any means the end of the dual carriageway she'd been following, which seemed to 
extend for some considerable distance. And, at the very end of it, Rebecca Two was sure she was again 
catching glimpses of the massive arch, despite the difficulty of seeing through the glassy and overheated 
air. 

She entered the gateway. 

There was a rumble of thunder as the rain started. She could hear it sizzling as it fell on the hot 
pavement, and her sister began to move her head. "That's nice," Rebecca One whispered as it splattered 
her face. She was repeatedly opening and closing her mouth as if trying to catch the drops. 

But Rebecca Two was hardly noticing the rain as it turned into a heavy downpour. She stood in the 
middle of the gateway, held in thrall by what lay beyond. 

Rows of houses. 

Cars in the distance. 

People. 

"Good God," she exhaled. 

It could have been any European city — the architecture wasn't exactly modern, but the terraces of 
houses and shops either side of her were clean and in good repair. She carried her sister through the open 
gates, looking around her as she kept to the middle of the wide avenue. She heard strains of an opera 
playing from somewhere. It sounded thin and over shrill, as if it was piped music, and Rebecca Two 
thought she could spot the source — an open window further down the way. 

"No lights," she said to herself, realizing that street lamps were redundant in this world of permanent 
day. 

She moved toward the nearest building. From its appearance she assumed it was some sort of office, 
with blinds pulled down inside all its windows. By the door was an engraved copper panel bearing a 
name and some writing. "Schmidts," she read. "Zahndrzte. Nach Verabredung." 

"German... a dentist," Rebecca One mumbled, squinting an eye open. "To mend my broken teeth." 

Rebecca Two was about to reply when she turned to see someone. A woman had just emerged from 
the property next to the dentist's with two young boys in tow. She was descending backwards down the 
small flight of steps to the pavement as she tried to keep the children covered by her umbrella. She was 
wearing a cream-colored blouse and a calf-length skirt of grey, and on her head was a hat with a wide 
brim. She looked as if she had stepped from a newsreel of fifty years ago. Hardly current fashion, 
Rebecca Two noted. The boys were both no more than six or seven years old, and dressed identically in 
fawn-colored jackets and short trousers of matching color. 

"Um... hello," Rebecca Two said pleasantly. "I really need your help." 

The woman wheeled around. There was a moment in which she stared in open-mouthed horror. Then 
she screamed and dropped her umbrella, which was caught by a sudden gust of wind and whisked off 
down the street. Seizing hold of the boys' hands, she almost yanked them off their feet as she fled. She 
was still screaming in alarm, but the boys were trying to look back, their eyes wide with wonder. 

"I don't think we're dressed appropriately," Rebecca Two said, noting that she and her sister must look 
quite disconcerting. Their faces were filthy and their clothes burnt, torn, and plastered with mud and 
blood. 

"What's going on? Are you getting me some help?" Rebecca One asked weakly, as her sister sat 
down on the bottom step in front of the building that the woman had just left. 

"Be patient," Rebecca Two replied. She made sure her sister was propped securely against the 
railings at the side of the steps, then moved to the curbside. She glanced down at the gutter, where the 
rainwater was collecting and coursing into the drains. "We won't have to wait long for some attention," 
she added, pushing her sodden hair from her face. 

And sure enough it was less than thirty seconds before sirens began to sound in the metropolis, a low 
howling that resonated between the buildings. A small crowd of people had collected on a far corner to 
watch the Rebeccas, but they were making sure they kept their distance. 


A vehicle swished down the wet street and skidded to a halt. It was an army lorry, and as the tailgate 
crashed open a squad of soldiers disembarked, their rifles at the ready. Rebecca Two estimated there 
were around twenty of them. Another soldier jumped from the cab of the lorry, approaching with his 
handgun pointed directly at her. 

"Wer sind Sie?" the young soldier barked at Rebecca Two. 

"He wants to know who we are," Rebecca One mumbled. "Sounds nervous." 

"Yes, I know — I speak German just like you," Rebecca Two replied briskly. 

"Wer sind Sie?" the soldier demanded again, this time emphasizing each word with a motion of his 
sidearm. 

Rebecca turned to face the soldier, who she assumed must be the senior officer. She took in his sand- 
colored uniform, which was turning a shade darker as he was drenched by the downpour. "Meine 
Schwester braucht einen Arzt!" she enunciated flawlessly. 

"Yes... need a doctor," Rebecca One murmured. 

The soldier seemed surprised at Rebecca Two's request, and didn't respond. Instead, he issued a 
command and his squad lined up behind him, their rifles trained on the girls. Then, as he led them, they 
began to move slowly forward in formation. 

There was a blinding flash of lightning, followed by more thunder. 

Then, all of a sudden, the soldiers halted. 

Rebecca Two realized that she couldn’t hear the tinny opera music from down the street any longer. 

And if the soldier had seemed anxious before, she could now clearly see the fear etched on his face. 
On the faces of all the soldiers. 

Real, unbridled fear. 

"Einen Arzt," she repeated, wondering what was having such an effect on them. She heard a low 
growl and spun to the street behind her. As they advanced, it was almost as if the men were materializing 
from the heavy rain. Their dun-brown camouflage blended perfectly with the deluge of water, making 
them appear like shifting human shadows. 

"Impeccable timing," Rebecca Two said, as the brigade of Limiters came to a halt at precisely the 
same moment. There were forty of them positioned across the full width of the street, their rifles aimed at 
the German soldiers. At regular intervals along their line the dog handlers struggled to keep their stalkers 
under control. These attack dogs were making unearthly noises; low whining sounds vibrated in their 
throats, as their lips, drawn back to reveal their ferocious fangs, twitched in anticipation. 

But the young soldier and his men weren't looking at the dogs. They were transfixed by the Limiters' 
death's-head faces, whose eyes were so black it was is if they had been drilled out. 

There was no movement from either if the opposing sides. Except for the rain pelting down, it was as 
if the scene had somehow been frozen. 

Rebecca Two strolled into the middle of the road and stopped between the two lines. "Offizier?" she 
asked the German soldier. She was as confident and relaxed as she would have been if she'd been asking 
a Topsoil policeman for directions. 

He tore his gaze from the Limiters and, focusing on the slim girl in her ragged clothes, nodded 
mutely. 

"Ich—" she began. 

"I speak English perfectly," he interrupted with a trace of an accent. 

"Good, then I need—" she continued. 

"Tell these troops to stand down," he cut her short. 

Rebecca Two didn't answer him, crossing her arms as she stood square on to the officer. "Not going 
to happen," she said firmly. "You have no idea what you're up against here. These soldiers are Limiters. 
They'll do whatever I ask of them. And although you might not be able to see them, there's a sniper 
detachment positioned on the rooftops. If you or your men so much as think about firing..." 

She didn't bother to finish the sentence, aware of the slight tremor in his arm as he kept the pistol 
pointed at her chest. "I'm going to bring two men up," she said. "One's a medic for my sister. She's 
dying from a stomach wound. This is not an act of aggression, so tell your squad to hold their fire." 

He hesitated, throwing a glance at Rebecca One, slumped against the railing where her sister had left 


her. The German officer looked the picture of health, with blond hair and clear blue eyes, and the skin of 
his face and forearms below rolled up sleeves was tanned. "Okay," he agreed, then addressed his men, 
ordering them to hold their fire. 

"Thank you," Rebecca Two said graciously, and with a few words in the Styx language, she raised her 
hand. 

Two Limiters broke from the line. The first went straight for Rebecca One and lifted her from the 
steps so he could begin to work on her. The second stopped a few paces beside Rebecca Two, where he 
waited. He was a general, the oldest and most senior of the Limiters present, with a vivid white S-shaped 
scar across his cheek and streaks of grey at his temples. 

Rebecca didn't look at him as she spoke to the German officer again. "Tell me — what do you call 
this city?" 

"New Germania,” he answered, sliding his eyes over the Limiter General. 

"And what year did you come down here?" she asked. 

He frowned before replying. "The last of us settled here in... in... neunzehn... ähm... vierzig..." he 
trailed off as he groped for the right words. 

One of the soldiers in his squad helped him out. "1944," he volunteered. 

"Before the end of the war. I guessed as much," Rebecca Two said. "We know all about those Third 
Reich expeditions to the Poles to investigate the Hollow Earth theory. But we didn't know they'd paid 
off." 

"We are not the Third Reich," the German officer said categorically, bristling, despite the situation he 
found himself in. 

Rebecca Two went on regardless. "Well, whoever you are, I assume you've got a radio or some 
means of communication in your lorry. And if you and your men want to get out of this deadlock with 
your lives, go talk to your commanding officer. Ask him if he has any knowledge of..." 

Only now did she defer to the Limiter General, who was standing easy with his rifle cradled in his 
arms. "Supplement sixty-six of Unternehemen Seelöwe — Operation Sea Lion. It was the Nazi blueprint 
for the invasion of England, drawn up between 1938 and 1940. 

The German officer didn't respond, his gaze lingering on the Limiter General's long rifle with its night 
scope. 

"Does the name Grand Admiral Erich Raeder mean anything to you?" the Limiter General asked him. 

"Yes," the German officer confirmed. 

"And is there anyone in this city from his staff, or with access to records of his operations from that 
time?" 

The German officer rubbed the rain from his face, as if to hide the fact that this was all becoming too 
much to take in. 

"Listen carefully to me — this is important," the Limiter General snapped, talking to the German 
officer as if he was addressing one of his own subordinates. "You will consult with your superiors about 
supplement sixty-six of the invasion plan, in which references to "Mephistopheles" will be prominent." 

"That was us — Mephistopheles was the codename for my people, the Styx," Rebecca Two put in. 
"Styx Chapters in England and Germany were working with you — you see, we were Germany's allies 
then, and we're your allies now.” 

The Limiter General thrust his gloved hand in the direction of the lorry. "Come on, man, look sharp! 
Locate someone who has knowledge of Operation Sea Lion and the sixty-six supplement." 

"We need to resolve this situation, before you and your men die needlessly," Rebecca Two said. She 
shot a glance at her sister, who was laid out on a blanket the Limiter medic had spread on the wet 
pavement. He'd already inserted a plasma drip into the injured girl's arm, but Rebecca Two knew she 
needed to be in a hospital. "It's vital you make it quick. For my sister's sake." 

The German officer nodded sympathetically. He spoke to his men again before running back toward 
the lorry. 

Rebecca Two smiled. "It's always good to get together with old friends again, isn't it?" she said to the 
Limiter General. 


Chester hadn’t been asleep long when he was woken by violent stomach cramps. At first he just lay 
there, telling himself they would pass, but they didn’t. The pain became progressively worse until he was 
forced to crawl out from under his shelter and run into the trees where he threw up. And he kept throwing 
up until there was nothing left in his stomach, but the dreadful retching continued, making his throat raw. 

When he finally staggered back to his shelter, ashen-faced and sweating, Martha was waiting for him. 

"Tummy troubles?" Me too. Do you want something for it?" she said. Without waiting for him to 
answer she continued, "I'll brew up some tea — that should help." 

As they sat around the fire, Chester was forcing himself to sip his tepid tea when the cramps flared up 
again. He rushed off, but this time it was chronic diarrhea in addition to the vomiting. 

Martha was still by the fire when he returned, almost without the energy to walk. 

"I feel really grotty," he said to her. 

"Go and get some sleep — you've probably just caught a germule," she replied. "Lots of rest and 
warm fluids will do the trick." 

In the end it took Chester nearly two days to get over it. All thoughts of escaping were abandoned — 
in the state he was in he wouldn't get very far. As he flitted between feverish sleep and a waking 
deliriousness, he loathed being completely dependent on Martha, but he had no alternative. When he was 
finally able to keep solid food down and felt his strength beginning to return, they got ready to resume 
their aimless trek. 

"Martha, we can't just keep trogging around like this. What are we going to do?" Chester said. "And 
I've really had enough of eating those bloody birds you're trapping. In fact, I reckon that's what's making 
me so ill." 

"Beggars can't be choosers," she retorted. "And they made me ill too." 

Chester looked at her askance. Contrary to her claims that she'd been similarly afflicted, he had no 
recollection of her rushing off to the trees, or even once complaining that she'd had stomach pains. But 
then again, he hadn't been noticing very much lately. 

As dusk fell, they went on their way again, but Chester was still weak and unable to walk for a full 
night. So, after entering another wood some hours before dawn, they set up camp. And he just couldn't 
believe it when, less than half an hour after they'd eaten, his stomach began to gurgle and the cramps 
returned. This time it was even worse, and Martha had to help him away from the campfire and to a 
clump of trees where he had some privacy while he was violently ill yet again. 

Over the ensuing days she was even forced to spoon-feed him because his hands were so shaky he 
couldn't manage it himself. He lost track of time, growing lethargic from his lack of nutrition, until 
Martha woke him one night. She was in a flap, jabbering something about how they had to move on. He 
attempted to ask her the reason for this, but she offered none. He wondered perhaps if she'd heard her 
imaginary Bright again. 

However, he found he'd recovered sufficiently to walk for a couple of hours. In the drizzling rain they 
made their way around the edges of field after field, until they came upon a ramshackle barn. Although 
there were tiles missing from the roof and the interior was heaped with rusty agricultural equipment, 
Martha cleared one of the corners for them. At least it meant they were protected from the elements and 
had an opportunity to dry themselves out. 

Aside from his persistent illness, Chester had had enough of being permanently damp — his legs were 
chafing against his trousers, and the skin between his toes had turned a rather alarming white color and 
peeled off in chunks when he picked at it. Both he and Martha didn't seem to be quite so smelly, probably 
because his own body odor was masking hers. 

As they huddled up in there sleeping bags in the corner of the barn, Chester was at the end of his 
tether. 

"T've had all I can take," he said to her, his eyes vacant as he gripped the sleeping bag around his neck 
with his filthy hands. "I've never felt this ill, and I'm terrified it's going to get worse. Martha, I can't take 
much more." He stopped to swallow back his tears — he was telling the truth when he said he couldn't 
continue like this. "What if something's really wrong with me, and I need a doctor? Would you let me 


see one? And we're going nowhere, aren't we? We don't have any sort of a plan." Indeed, Chester 
harbored a suspicion they'd been traveling in circles, but he had no way of proving it. 

She was silent for a moment, then nodded. As she peered up at the dilapidated roof, the tic in her eye 
was going hell for leather. "Tomorrow," she said. "We'll see to it tomorrow." 

Chester had no idea what she meant by this, but after spending the day in the barn, they set off at the 
start of a mild evening. For once it wasn't raining, which lifted Chester's spirits. He became convinced 
they must be nearing the coast; there was a definite tang to the air and the occasional squawking gull 
wheeled overhead. It reminded him so strongly of his family holidays at the seaside, and this made him 
think all the more about how he needed to detach himself from Martha and get back to his parents. 

The night sky was crystal clear as they walked. Chester was just peering up at the top of a hill, and at 
the thousands of stars that hung like some glistening and magnificent tapestry above it, when he 
blundered straight into a hedge. He'd lost sight of Martha until a hand shot out and grabbed his arm, 
yanking him straight through the hedge. 

As he staggered a few steps and regained his balance, the contrast hit him right away. All he'd known 
for weeks were the endless fields of crops and rough grassland, but now he was standing on a manicured 
lawn. It felt so perfect under his feet, and the moonlight made it appear a little like a carpet of dark felt. 
He scanned around, noticing the borders of flowers and cultivated plants. Martha hissed at him to follow 
her and they crept around the edge of the garden, passing a greenhouse and then a large shed, in front of 
which were wooden chairs and a table. Martha changed course for the middle of the garden, and Chester 
found they were between two colonnades of conifers, at the end of which was a small gate. As Chester 
went through it, stooping to pass under the branches of a Weeping Willow, his eyes fell on the dark 
outline of a building. 

"It's a cottage," he whispered as he came to a standstill on the other side of the willow. It looked well 
kept, but showed no signs of being occupied. There weren't any lights on inside, and the curtains were 
wide open in all the windows. As they walked around the side of the cottage to the front, there was a 
small portico above the door with a climbing rose growing over it, and a gravel drive with no vehicles 
parked on it. 

Chester didn't try to dissuade Martha when she said she was going to break in. The cottage was 
isolated and there was no evidence of a burglar alarm of any type on the premises. They returned to the 
rear of the cottage where Martha smashed a pane in one of the sash windows and, opening the catch, slid 
it up. As he climbed in after her, Chester felt a little uneasy about what they were doing, but he'd had 
enough of the outdoor life to last him for a very long time. And whether either of them realized it or not, 
the effects of normal Earth gravity were still taking their toll on them — particularly on Martha. They 
needed a place where they could have a proper rest. 

Discovering there was a well-stocked larder and fridge in the kitchen, Chester declined Martha's offer 
to prepare some food for him. Instead he helped himself to a can of baked beans, which he ate cold. 
Having looked longingly at the made-up beds with their crisp white sheets in the rooms upstairs, he 
grabbed a quick shower after he'd managed to turn the boiler on. 

He couldn't believe how much it hurt as the water washed away the grime of many months. Then, as 
his skin grew used to being clean again and settled down, he remained under the torrent of water, 
luxuriating in its warmth. He began to relax, feeling as though not just the dirt was being washed away, 
but his problems with it. Once he'd dried himself, he raided a wardrobe in one of the bedrooms, helping 
himself to a pair of jeans and a T-shirt, which weren't a bad fit. He caught himself staring into a drawer in 
the base of the wardrobe. 

"Socks. They're only socks," he said to himself with a chuckle. However, as he sat on the bed to put 
a clean pair on, then replaced his boots, he was wriggling his toes with a wide smile on his face. He felt 
so much better. He felt ready to face anything. "Yes! Dry socks!" he proclaimed, as he stood up. 

He returned downstairs, trying to find Martha to tell her he was intending to take a nap in one of the 
beds, when he wandered into a sitting room. He stopped abruptly as he noticed a telephone on the side. 

This was it. The opportunity he'd been hoping for. 

He could call Drake again, or even his mother and father. He thought about his parents. He had to let 
them know he was alive and well — he hadn't spoken to them for months, not since he and Will had gone 


into the tunnel beneath the Burrows' house on that fateful night. 

With bated breath, Chester picked up the receiver and listened to the dialing tone. He could barely 
contain his excitement as he began to dial his home number. He couldn't wait to speak to his mother and 
father. "Hi Dad, hi Mum," he rehearsed quietly, praying they wouldn't be out or, worse than that, hadn't 
moved house. 

No! he reprimanded himself. 

He'd only managed to dial a few digits when the phone fell from his hand, and he was knocked out 
cold by a blow to the back of his head. 


5 


Drake's eyes flicked open, and in an instant he'd rolled off the bed and was on his feet. 

He was in a darkened room — it was completely unfamiliar. Much as he was accustomed to waking 
up somewhere new each morning, he couldn’t for the life of him work out how he'd come to be there. 
The atmosphere in the room was clean and cool, and he picked up the rumble of air conditioning. 

As his cranium throbbed with pain, he clutched his hand to his forehead and staggered back toward 
the bed. It was at this point that he realized that although he was still fully dressed, he wasn't wearing any 
socks or shoes. And under the soles of his feet there was something that felt like luxuriously thick carpet. 

"Jesus — where am I?" 

It was a far cry from any of the vacant properties or lock ups he usually slept in. 

Groping blindly beside the bed, he collided with a side table and knocked a lamp to the floor. He 
knelt down to locate the lamp and fumbled for the switch to turn it on. As the light caught his face, he 
groaned and blinked. 

Will and Elliott would have been astonished by his appearance — this wasn't the man they would 
have recognized. With a week's worth of beard, his face was puffy and there were dark bruises under his 
tired eyes. And his usually short-trimmed hair had been allowed to grow, and was flattened on one side 
of his head where he'd slept on it. 

With the lamp still in his hand, he found the edge of the bed and slumped onto it. He ran his tongue 
around the inside of his dry mouth, tasting a sour residue of alcohol. 

"Vodka?" he croaked, almost gagging. "What did I do?" he answered himself with another question, 
as he tried to piece together the previous evening. He had a vague recollection of walking into a bar, 
possibly in Soho, with a mission to drink the place dry. That made sense. His head felt fit to explode. 

But the pain his hangover was causing him was nothing compared to the emptiness that filled him, the 
emptiness that was his life. 

For the first time in a very long time, he was completely at a loss. He had no direction, no plan he 
should be working on. Years ago he had been recruited by a clandestine organization, the purpose of 
which was to fight a race called the Styx who lurked below London in a subterranean city called the 
Colony. But the Styx's influence spread much further than the Colony, there evil intent pervading Topsoil 
society as if the tendrils of a pernicious fungus were growing up through the soil. For centuries the Styx 
had been plotting to overturn order in the Topsoil world, to weaken it sufficiently so that they could one 
day take over the reins. 

And Drake's last initiative against them had ended in crashing and utter defeat. By pretending that he 
had the only phial of their lethal Dominion virus, the idea had been to lure one of the most important Styx 
out into the open and grab him. The handover of the virus was to take place on Highfield Common with 
Will's mother, Mrs. Burrows, fronting it up to give it credibility. But far from being taken in by the 
scheme, the Styx had been one step ahead, and had incapacitated Drake, his right-hand man, Leatherman, 
and the rest of his hired guns with some sort of subsonic device. 

Drake sincerely doubted if Leatherman or any of the others had made it through — the Styx were 
brutal and unforgiving when dealing with those that would dare to oppose them. And Mrs. Burrows had 
also been lost in the operation — Drake could only presume that she was dead, too. As far as he knew, he 
was the only survivor, saved by help from a most unexpected quarter. 

"Drink... need a drink," he mumbled, trying to push these thoughts from his mind. He didn't feel he 
deserved to be alive. The terrible loss of all these people, for which he and he alone felt responsible, was 
too much for him. Smacking his lips, he put the lamp on the bed and shambled toward the window in the 
unknown room. 

"What the hell?" he exclaimed as he threw open the blinds. He screwed up his eyes, his headache 
exacerbated by the daylight flooding the room. He was completely flummoxed as he took in the view. 
From a height of three or four stories, he was peering straight down on a stretch of the Thames, while in 
the distance the sun hung brightly over Canary Wharf. 

He spun around to inspect the room. It was spacious, the scarlet walls adorned with ornate, gilded 


frames in which there were old military prints, mostly of soldiers from the Crimean War. And in addition 
to the double bed there was a desk and a wardrobe, all of a dark wood, which could have been mahogany. 
It suggested to him a room in a hotel, and an expensive one at that. 

"I've died and gone to Hilton," he muttered to himself, wondering if there was a mini bar tucked away 
somewhere in the corner of the room. He needed a drink to anaesthetize himself, to stop the perpetual 
self-recriminations that he'd let so many people down. He glanced at the closed door but didn't make a 
move toward it, instead turning back to the window and propping his forehead against the cool glass. 
Sighing heavily, his bloodshot eyes traced the progress of a police launch as it headed upriver, toward 
where he knew Tower Bridge would be. 

There was a knock at the door. 

Drake straightened up. 

The door opened and his rescuer from Highfield Common entered the room, a glass in his hand. He'd 
told Drake he was a former Limiter, one of the soldiers from the elite Styx regiment, which had a 
reputation for unadulterated ruthlessness. 

It was strange to see one of these sinew-thin and savage killers completely out of context, and dressed 
in a grey-check sports jacket, flannel trousers and brown brogues. Despite his condition, Drake managed 
asmile. "Ah, my very own personal Styx," he said, then waved his hand to indicate the room. "Cool 
place you've got here." 

The Limiter's voice was nasal, and the way he spoke was rather clipped and old-fashioned. "Yes, I 
have several homes around London, but I prefer to spend my days here." 

Drake swiveled toward the window again. "Bet the others don't have views like this." He fell silent 
for a second, then turned back to the Limiter. "So that's how I got here. You pulled me out of that bar 
last night. Do you think you're my Guardian Angel or something?" The Limiter didn't reply as he passed 
the glass to Drake, who sniffed at it. "Neat orange juice?” he said, with a fleeting look of disappointment, 
then took a slug of it. "But it's good, just the same," he exhaled as the liquid hit his jaded taste buds. 

"It's fresh," the Limiter said. 

Kneading the bridge of his nose, Drake tried to order his thoughts. "I know you feel you owe me 
because I looked out for Elliott, but — really — we're quits now. You saved my hide back there on the 
Common. You've done your bit, and we're all square." 

The Limiter nodded. "Yes, I'm grateful for the help you gave my daughter. She wouldn't have lasted 
long on her own. The Deeps are a dangerous place — I know that only too well from my tours down 
there," he said, as he sat on the end of the bed. "But..." he tailed off. 

"But what?" Drake rumbled, his patience growing thin as his headache continued to thump inside his 
cranium. 

"If you don't pull yourself together, Drake, my people will get to you. They will neutralize you," the 
Limiter said dispassionately, switching off the lamp that Drake had left on the bed, as if to emphasize the 
point. 

Drake cleared his throat uncomfortably. "I don't make a habit of getting smashed like that... like last 
night. It was a one-off." 

"Seems as though you've been having quite a few one-offs recently," the Limiter said under his breath. 
"You know that after the barman refused to serve you, you were abusive to him. You were shouting at 
him, calling him a Styx. Everyone in that place heard you." 

Drake grimaced at this, but then became defensive. "What I choose to do with my time is my 
business. If I want to..." he said, then stopped, wondering why he was making the effort to explain 
himself to this man. "Anyway, what's it to you? I don't get it." 

"Because of Elliott. You said she's somewhere down in the Pore. I need your help to get her back 
and make sure she's safe. In return, I'll help you. And right now I think you could do with some help." 

Drake scanned the man's hollow-cheeked face, meeting his piercingly black pupils. It was the face of 
the enemy against which he'd fought tooth and nail for so many years, and at this very moment he was 
standing a few meters away from one of them, sipping his freshly-squeezed orange juice. What's more, 
the man was asking for his help. That was one for the books. 

Drake laughed drily. "And why the hell should I trust you? For all I know this is another of your 


clever-clever Styx double crosses. I'll end up being used, then chewed up once you and your scheming 
people have got all you want from me." Drake shook his head. "Been there, done that." 

"No, I told you, I'm not part of what they're doing any more. I faked my death to extricate myself 
from it," the Limiter replied. 

"Well, bully for you. May you rest in peace," Drake replied sarcastically. "So you went AWOL from 
a pack of homicidal megalomaniacs. I'm sorry but even if you're telling me the truth, what does that 
prove? That you're a traitor and not to be trusted?" 

"Elliott proves everything,” the Limiter answered, a coldness to his voice which meant Drake had 
angered him. "The moment I had a child with a Colonist, I was marked. I was a dead man in the eyes of 
my people.” 

"How so?" 

"As far back as the history books go, we have been a race apart. Even before the time of the Roman 
Empire, we were insinuating ourselves into the ruling classes and influencing events in our favor,” the 
Limiter said, slipping his hands into his jacket pockets. He may once have been a member of the Styx 
killer elite, but there was something vaguely professorial about him — he had the air of an academic 
discussing his latest research. 

"You might not be aware of it, but we haven't always hidden ourselves away in places like the 
Colony. At various times, we've been spread across the continents, never coming together in numbers 
that would have made us obvious — never in ghettoes — because then we might have been singled out 
and persecuted. But while we've hidden in plain sight, the law is that we never interbreed — we never 
have children with outsiders. As the Book of Catastrophes decrees, “Purity is sanctity’." 

"Your point being?" Drake interjected. 

"Interbreeding results in what we call Dilution — it means that the edges become blurred. And that's 
precisely what I did. I broke one of our most sacred laws. If Molly — that's Elliott's mother — and I had 
been found out, we'd have just as likely been killed by a Colonist lynch mob as by the Styx. And, 
naturally, the same goes for Elliott too, because she's a half-breed. Molly had to feign illness to cover up 
her pregnancy, and her family took Elliott in after she was born. But as she grew older, it was becoming 
too obvious that she was different." 

Drake nodded, and the Limiter went on. "The reality is, if Elliott hadn't fled to the Deeps, it was only 
a matter of time before she'd have been spotted for what she was. Styx blood flows in her veins." 

The Limiter's eyes were on the window, watching a jet creep above the city skyline. "She had to get 
out. Down the years there've been a number of cases of children between my people and Colonists. They 
call them Drain Babies, you know." 

"Why Drain Babies?" Drake asked. "I've never heard that one before." 

"Because all too often they're abandoned in the sluice pipes below the South Cavern. So what do you 
say?" The Limiter was now looking at Drake, waiting for an answer. "Are we going to cooperate... work 
together?" 

"I have to tell you, Mr. Limiter, I'm out of all this now,” Drake replied in a strained voice. His 
shoulders sagged, and all of a sudden he appeared exhausted. "Everything I've attempted has been shot 
down in flames by your lot. And you're wasting your breath if you're trying to hook me into one of your 
elaborate White-Neck games." 

"That all depends on which game you're talking about," the Styx said. "Ask yourself what you might 
be able to accomplish with a Limiter beside you. Someone who knows all the Styx's secrets, someone 
from the inside." 

A small smile played on Drake's face, as if he was taking none of this seriously. "So you're telling me 
that you'd join the fight against your own race?" he suggested. "You'd help me destroy them?" 

The Limiter rose from the bed and made a small movement on the thick carpet with his foot. "No, 
just because I disagree with the direction they've chosen, it doesn't mean I want my people to come to any 
harm. I won't countenance lethal action against the Styx. And neither will I allow any Colonists to be 
harmed in the process — Molly included." 

"No, of course not," Drake growled under his breath. "What kind of man do you take me for?" 

The Limiter carried on nonetheless. "I don't have to tell you that those at the very top of the Styx 


hierarchy, including the twins you call Rebecca, have brought the agenda forward, but we believe it's a 
heavy-handed and unnecessary approach." 

"We?" Drake asked. 

"I am one of a number of Styx who don't agree with the more extreme initiatives against Topsoilers, 
such as the release of a biological reagent like the Dominion virus. We believe Topsoilers will bring 
about their own demise, without any intervention from us. Then the way will be clear for us to step in." 

"So you reckon we're all going to kill ourselves without your help?" Drake said. "And if you disagree 
so deeply with the Styx top brass, why don't you just speak out against them?" 

The Limiter's expression said it all as he regarded Drake. 

"No, bad idea," Drake muttered. 

The Limiter brought his arm up and clenched his fingers into a fist. "Both of us want to see these 
initiatives stopped, so strangely enough our objectives are aligned. We could work together to derail 
them.” 

As he mulled over the Limiter's proposal, the light gradually returned to Drake's lackluster eyes. He 
ran his hand over his hair, trying to make it lie flat, then looked across at the Limiter and gave him a slow 
nod. "Okay," he decided, "I'd be lying if I said I wasn't interested. Tell me more." 

"Get yourself cleaned up first. It will be easier if I just show you," the Limiter said, as he began for 
the door. 

Now alone in the room, Drake went into the adjoining bathroom, where he washed and shaved. He 
gulped down several glasses of water, catching himself in the mirror as he replaced the tumbler on he 
basin. He stared at his reflection for several seconds. "Enough is enough... time to get back into the 
saddle again," he said, then returned to the bedroom to find his boots. When he was ready, he went 
through the door and down a short stretch of corridor to a much larger room. From a massive skylight in 
the center of the ceiling sunlight filtered down onto what, at first glance, appeared to be a billiard table. 
But in place of the level surface of green baize Drake would have expected to find there, the entire 
tabletop was occupied by a scale model of a valley, peppered with armies of small soldiers arranged in 
intricate formation. The Limiter had been adjusting the position of some of the soldiers at one end, but 
now stood back from it. 

Drakes eyes flicked rapidly around the scene as he surveyed the various armies, their brightly colored 
uniforms so vivid against the verdant green of the landscape. "Yes... so we've got the British and the 
Dutch over there on the Mont St. Jean escarpment," he said, taking sideways steps along the edge of the 
table, "and here we come to the Prussians." He moved further around the table, then stopped. "And on 
the slopes here... these foot soldiers in the blue coats must be the French forces. So this is the eve of the 
Battle of Waterloo, in March 1815, isn't it?" 

If the Limiter was impressed at how quickly Drake had identified which campaign it was, he didn't 
show it. "That's correct," he replied. 

Drake was still taking in the scene. "You really know your stuff, don't you? But why would a Styx 
have any interest in something that happened up here on the surface almost two hundred years ago?" 

"Part of our training a the Citadel was to familiarize ourselves with Topsoil military tactics throughout 
the centuries," the Limiter replied. "And the Battle of Waterloo was always a personal favorite of mine." 

Drake nodded. "Mine too, because the outcome was dependent on so many moving parts — so many 
factors had to come together in order that Napoleon, the greatest military mind of his generation, finally 
met his match. It was as if the hand of fate was finally moving against him." 

"The hand of fate?" the Limiter repeated, the shook his head. "I take issue with that. Wellington's 
masterstroke was in gaining the support of the Dutch and Prussian forces when he staged his attack — 
that was what won the day. Luck — or fate, as you call it — had nothing to do with it. Wellington was a 
military genius — he completely outmaneuvered Napoleon." 

Drake stared back at him. "The was the Seventh Coalition's victory down to Wellington's skills as a 
general... or as a politician?" 

"What's the difference?" the Limiter answered. 

Drake frowned as something in the battle scene didn't make sense to him. "I can see Napoleon over 
three," he said, pointing at the figure flanked by his generals. "But where's Wellington?" Drake moves 


toward the British forces to examine them more closely. "Can't see him anywhere." 

"That's because I'm taking another look at him," the Limiter said, going over to a rolltop desk by the 
wall where he picked up a single figure. "I'm not completely happy with him yet." 

"May I?" Drake asked, holding out his hand. 

"Certainly." The Limiter passed the figure to him. 

"The Iron Duke," Drake said as he studied the figure, which appeared to be writing on a map. He 
lifted the figure up to the light, taking in its blue long coat and the red sash tied around its waist. "Yu say 
that you're not happy with him... but this detail is quite breathtaking," he complimented the Limiter, then 
glanced at the desk where the figure had been. On it were many small pots of paint, brushes in a mug, a 
large magnifying glass and a number of unfinished soldiers. "Don't tell me you paint the figures yourself? 
You've done all the figures in the scene?" 

"It passes the time," the Limiter replied. 

"No, it's much more than that... it's a labor of love," Drake declared. "Do you mind if I...?" he asked, 
leaning over the table where the British army was positioned. 

"Be my guest,” the Limiter answered. 

"That's better. He's where he should be, now," Drake said, as he carefully placed Wellington in front 
of a small campaign tent with the other British generals. 

Drake then gazed around the rest of the room. There were shelves of books and a row of glass-fronted 
display cabinets in which there were English army helmets from Waterloo, the Crimean War and other 
nineteenth-century battles, with polished brass badges and plume-like hackles. As Drake looked away 
from these, he caught the Styx scrutinizing him, and met his impenetrable eyes. 

"Something on your mind?" the Styx divined. 

There were a thousand questions Drake wanted to ask this man, but he resolved not to bombard him 
with them all at once. "Yes, there is something. You know my name, but what do I call you? I'm aware 
the Styx don't have names... well, not ones that any Topsoiler can pronounce," Drake said a little 
awkwardly. 

The Limiter considered this for a moment. "The beneficiary on the lease for this warehouse is 
Edward James Green," he answered. "I have other identities such as—" 

"No, that'll do," Drake cut him short. "Edward... James... Green." He rubbed his forehead as he 
thought. "Then I shall call you... Eddie... Eddie the Styx." The notion of addressing one of these savage 
soldiers — albeit a retired one — by such an everyday Topsoiler moniker was so absurd that Drake 
couldn't suppress a chuckle. 

"As you please," the newly-christened Eddie replied, non-plussed that Drake seemed to be so amused. 

They moved to the far end of the room, to a bank of CCTV monitors, which displayed scenes of the 
street outside and several other views that Drake didn't recognize immediately — they looked as though 
they were of the insides of brick tunnels. Eddie noticed Drake's interest. "The sewers under this building. 
It's a precautionary measure — one can't be too careful," he said. 

"No, one can't, not with the Styx," Drake agreed. 

At the end of a small hallway was a heavy steel door. They passed through it and were descending a 
wrought-iron staircase when Drake drew to a halt. "What is this place?" he asked. The contrast with the 
lavish apartment he'd just left couldn't have been more marked. 

From his elevated viewpoint, he was looking out over what appeared to be a warehouse, an area 
approaching a hundred meters from end to end, and half that in width. The tall windows were filthy and 
barely any light made it through, but what little there was revealed the floor space was dotted about with 
chunks of machinery. As Drake descended the remaining distance and could see the machines closer at 
hand, their condition suggested that they'd been unused for decades. 

"This was a Victorian bottling factory, a family-owned business," Eddie said. "When their 
competitors stole their market share, they just shut up shop. They simply mothballed all the plant, and 
sealed the factory doors. The left it all to rot." 

"And you took the lease on, then build living quarters in the roof space," Drake said, glancing at the 
floor above. As he brushed a rubber conveyor belt with his fingertips, pieces of it crumbled away at his 
touch. 


Eddie led them down an aisle, either side of which were machines draped with rotting tarpaulins. 

"What's that over there?" Drake asked, straining to see what lay in the shadows by the far wall. 
"Motorbikes?" 

"Yes — I use them to get around," Eddie said. "But what I want to show you is this way." 

Near the corner of the warehouse, he stopped before an old lathe covered in a powdery orange rust. 
"First step in the de-arming,"” he told Drake as he pressed a grimy red button on its control panel. 

Then he continued behind the lathe to a small structure in the very corner of the building. It was built 
of scaffolding and covered with thick polythene sheets. He lifted aside the sheets to reveal a metal door in 
the floor, set into a concrete surround. 

It was obvious to Drake that this was a recent addition to the building, as the surface of the door was 
without any sign of corrosion, and the concrete around it was not yet stained by the damp. Eddie bent 
down and flicked open a cover on a keypad at the side of the door. He began to enter a sequence, pausing 
to speak when he was halfway through. "If you don't follow this exactly, the whole place is rigged to 
blow." 

"A man after my own heart," Drake said, as Eddie entered the final digits and the thick door clunked 
open a fraction. The he pulled it fully up, and Drake followed closely behind him as they descended a 
short flight of steps. 

"I think you're going to like this," the thin man said. 
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"Im telling you, it was an aircraft," Dr. Burrows insisted. 

"Well, I didn't hear anything," Will replied, edging further out from the cover of the huge trees to peer 
at the bright white sky above. "Did you?" he asked Elliott, who had joined him in scrutinizing the stretch 
of sky. She shook her head. 

"Well, it's no use looking for it now," Dr. Burrows grumbled. "It flew off in an easterly direction." 

Will turned to his father. "And you think it was a what?" 

"I told you — a Stuka — a German bomber from the Second World War." 

Will frowned. "Are you sure?" 

"Of course I'm sure," Dr. Burrows retorted. 

"Dad, maybe you nodded off on the side of the pyramid and dreamt the whole thing? I mean, you've 
been out in the sun for quite a—" 

"Don't patronize me, Will!" Dr. Burrows barked. "I'm not tired, and not suffering from heat stroke. I 
know my limits, and I know what I saw. I saw a Stuka, clear as day, flying about half a mile away." 

Will shrugged. Where they were, in this “world within a world” in the middle of the planet, complete 
with its own ever-burning sun, there wasn't much that could surprise him. 

Aside from the fact that the lower gravity meant that he, Elliott and Dr. Burrows had almost 
superhuman powers, and were able to jump unfeasible distances and lift phenomenal weights, he was 
quite ready to believe just about anything. Much of the land of this apparently virgin world was either 
covered in Amazonian rainforest, with trees as high as skyscrapers, or grasslands on which free-ranging 
herds of animals roamed. Will had spotted quaggas, rather quaint half-horse, half-zebra creatures extinct 
for over a hundred years back in the outer world, and only a few days ago he and his father had stumbled 
upon a herd of the largest cattle he'd ever seen. "Aurochs!" Dr. Burrows had proclaimed, then proceeded 
to tell him how the last of these magnificent creatures had died out in Poland in the thirteenth century. 
But, even more amazing than this, there were also saber-toothed tigers, if Elliott's sighting was to be 
believed. 

However, these prehistoric animals were all a long way from what Dr. Burrows was now adamant 
he'd seen. Will drew in a breath and scratched his head. "But Dad, a Stuka? Are you sure? What did it 
look like? Did it have markings on it or any sort of camouflage?" he asked. 

"It was too far away to make out that sort of detail," Dr. Burrows replied. "One can only wonder how 
it got into this world, and what it's still doing here. And you have to consider the full implications — this 
aircraft is just the tip of a very curious iceberg." 

"Iceberg?" Elliot asked. Her whole life had been spent underground and the word had no meaning to 
her. 

"Yes, iceberg," Dr. Burrows repeated, not stopping to explain it to her. "There must be a strip for the 
plane to take off and to land, fuel to power it, and engineers to service it and keep it airworthy. That's a 
whole bunch of people in addition to the pilot." 

"Engineers?" Will mumbled. 

"Of course, Will. The Stuka is a type of aircraft that's over sixty years old! Any aircraft needs regular 
maintenance, particularly one of that age." 

"So it's from the Second World War," Will said, a little dazed as he attempted to deal with what he 
was hearing. "From the German army." 

"Yes, the Luftwaffe used them as short-range bombers, and..." Dr. Burrows said, but didn't finish the 
sentence. His face was suddenly clouded as different explanations began to occur to him. 

"Doesn't sound too good," Will said, shivering despite the tropical warmth of their surroundings. 

"No, it doesn't," Dr. Burrows mumbled. 

"So what do we do?" Will asked. "Do we move on somewhere else? Get away from here?" 

Elliott cleared her throat and both Will and Dr. Burrows looked at her. "Why would we do that?" she 
said. "I'm familiar with this part of the jungle now, and besides, our shelter is here." She glanced over 
her shoulder at the structure she'd built in the lower branches of one of the giant trees. 


Will opened his mouth to disagree, but she continued. "We already know we might not be the only 
people here. What about the three skulls we found on stakes near the pyramid? They were old, but not 
that old. And how about that shed we blew up, Will, when we dealt with the Rebecca twins and the 
Limiter? Somebody made that." 

Will nodded slowly, recalling the shed fabricated from corrugated metal, nothing of which remained 
after Elliott's explosions and the ensuing fire devastated the area. 

Elliott gave Will and then Dr. Burrows measured looks. "If there are other people down here, 
chances are it's only a matter of time before we bump into them." 

"Yes," Dr. Burrows conceded. 

"And what's the alternative?" Elliott posed. "Bury ourselves deeper in the jungle?" 

"No, there's too much left to do here," Dr. Burrows said firmly, turning toward the pyramid. "I've 
barely even scratched the surface." 

Elliott wasn’t finished. "Or do we travel back through the crystal belt again, then try to climb up 
Smoking Jean to the Deeps so we can get to your outer world? What are the chances of us making it all 
the way Topsoil? And what would be waiting for us there even if we managed it?" 

"Styx," Will whispered. 

Dr. Burrows folded his arms and raised his chin aggressively. Nobody needed to ask him what he 
thought — he wasn't about to leave. 

"So we stay put," Elliott resolved, lifting her eyebrows in a what's-all-the-fuss-then gesture. "But we 
have to take precautions: we don't go crashing into any unexplored jungle, and we have to keep our guard 
up. We might even have to start taking turns to do sentry duty if we pick up signs that someone else is 
close, and we should also be careful about lighting any fires." She frowned as if something had occurred 
to her. "In case the worst comes to the worst and we're forced to hide ourselves away, maybe I could find 
us a safe place somewhere else, and stockpile some food th—" 

"That's an excellent idea," Dr. Burrows broke in. Will knew from the tone of his voice that his father 
was all too ready to let Elliott do whatever she wanted, as long as it left him free to carry on with his 
work. 

Bartleby appeared, walking stiffly as if he'd just woken up. Will noticed one of his ears was turned 
inside out and he had leaves stuck to his bald skin — he'd clearly found himself a comfortable spot to nap 
on the jungle floor and their raised voices must have roused him. He came to a stop next to Elliott, shook 
his head to straighten his ear, then sniffed the air twice, as if trying to divine why the humans were 
sounding so serious. Because of the huge size of the cat, Elliott didn't need to bend to reach his hairless 
paté, which she began to rub absently. "And I'll keep patrolling the surrounding areas with Bartleby. 
That way, if any hostiles come near we'll have advance warning." 

"Hostiles," Will repeated quietly. "I suppose that's right. I mean, if we're really careful, how can they 
possibly find us?" 


As Eddie closed the door behind them, Drake had gone on ahead. At the bottom of the steps was a 
large basement, which appeared to run the full length and width of the factory above. And all around him 
in the walls were vaulted arches built of dirty yellow brick. He squinted in an effort to see the far end of 
the basement, where there was an illuminated area. As he and Eddie made their way toward it, he could 
make out a number of lockers and benches. But before they reached it, Drake's eyes had settled on 
something else. 

In one of the alcoves at the side of the basement stood a table. Stars, emitting a dim green light, were 
mounted on brass columns at each of its four corners. The light was similar to that of the luminescent 
orbs found everywhere in the Colony, but far more refined. Drake has seen these stars before; they were 
used by the Styx in their churches and shrines. Without reference to Eddie, Drake stepped toward the 
table, intrigued to see what lay on its surface. 

The title of the leatherbound volume was picked out in gold letters. Drake didn't need to read this to 
tell what it was. He already knew too well. "The Book of Catastrophes," he muttered under his breath, 


shaking his head with contempt. 

Eddie was silent. 

To Drake it symbolized all that was rotten about the Styx and their demagogic regime. For this book 
spelt out a doctrine that had committed the Colonists to centuries of what amounted to incarceration and a 
life of servitude in their underground city, with the promise that one day in the future the surface would be 
theirs again. The huge majority of these repressed people followed the teachings of the book without 
question, believing unreservedly that the Styx were their spiritual guardians. The reality was that the 
religious dogma so closely adhered to by the Colonists was simply a means to keep them in check. A 
mechanism to ensure their total and unquestioning obedience. 

When Drake finally spoke, it was with such vehemence that it was difficult to tell whether he was 
actually asking a question. "You've rejected the ways of the Styx, but you still keep this around? This 
chalice of poison?" 

"I keep it because it was given to me by the person you Topsoilers would call my father. He was a 
Limiter, like me, but as is the way with our society, I hardly knew him. He spent his whole life enforcing 
the book's laws." 

"The book's lies," Drake spat. 

"That depends on your interpretation of the Book," Eddie countered. "If you believe that Topsoilers 
will one day bring about their own demise, and that we and the Colonists will be there to pick up the 
pieces and repopulate the Earth, then we will be the saviors of this planet, and of mankind." 

"The Styx... saviors?" Drake said, shaking his head. 

Eddie sighed. "I didn't bring you here for a debate over my convictions. Before you judge me, why 
don't you take a look at what I'm offering you?" 

Drake followed him to the far end of the cellar. The first thing he laid eyes on was a row of uniforms 
hanging from pegs. He recognized the distinctive gray and green combats which soldiers from the Styx 
Division wore, and next to them a couple of the Limiters' brown-striped coats. "‘Rogues’ gallery," Drake 
commented, then he spotted gas masks and even a whole Coprolite dust suit. "What's that doing here? A 
souvenir?" he asked, but his attention had already been drawn by something else on one of the benches. 

"A Dark Light!" Drake exclaimed, stepping over to it. It resembled an archaic desk lamp, with a dark 
purple bulb in a shade on the end of a flexible stalk. As he touched the small box with dials connected to 
the base of the lamp, he nodded to himself. The Styx used these Dark Lights to interrogate and brainwash 
their captives, and Drake was filled with excitement at the prospect of opening one of them up to see how 
it worked. 

Then, on the floor beside the bench, he noticed a rectangular object the size of a washing machine, but 
on four wheels. "Is this...?" he began to ask, guessing it was a larger version of the subsonic device the 
Styx had used on him and his men on Highfield Common. 

"An early prototype," Eddie replied. "As you saw for yourself, it's less compact than the current 
model." 

Drake squatted down beside it. The one on the Common had initially been disguised by panels of 
dun-colored fabric and, in any case, he'd been too far away from it to make out any detail. The example 
before him had no such cover, and shiny silver concave areas were visible in its otherwise dull faces. "So 
its some sort of high-power sound generator?" he guessed. 

Eddie nodded. 

"And it emits very low frequencies tuned to disrupt brain patterns?" Drake ventured. 

"Put very simply, yes," Eddie confirmed. "It's an offshoot of the Dark Light technology, utilizing 
only the aural element. It produces a basket of oscillating frequencies, tuned to render most living 
creatures insensible." 

"I'd really like to strip some of this equipment apart... and find out exactly what makes it tick," Drake 
said, glancing up at the Dark Light. 

"It's all yours," Eddie replied. 

"Ill need to fetch some of my test gear..." Drake tailed off as something else caught his eye. He rose 
to his feet and approached a rack on the wall. He was humming in appreciation as he took in the 
extensive range of modern Topsoil weaponry on it. Then his gaze alighted on something at the very end 


of the rack. "Hey, that's a bit out of place here. A Styx rifle with one of my scopes!" he said, going to the 
long rifle, which had a bulbous looking scope of burnished brass mounted on it. "You know your people 
abducted me to—" 

"To work on our night sights," Eddie finished for him. 

"Yes. I coupled a luminescent orb to some intensifying electronics. It wasn't exactly rocket science, 
Drake said, as he ran his fingers down the length of the scope. "You know if I patented the design of the 
luminescent orb up here on the surface, either as an energy or a light source, I'd make a bloody fortune." 

"And you'd be dead the moment you set foot outside the patent office," Eddie said flatly. "But that's 
your expertise, isn't it? Electronics?" 

"Yes, that was the area I specialized in — mainly opto-electronics — although it feels like it was a 
different lifetime now,” Drake replied distantly. "A million years ago..." 

Eddie's face was expressionless, but he inclined his head slightly, which Drake took for bemusement. 

"That's what we wanted from you — your expertise," Eddie said. "But you also wanted to be 
abducted, didn't you?" 

"That was the plan, yes. So that while I was held in the Colony, I could gather intelligence on how 
the Styx operated. You see, that was the problem — it's near impossible to infiltrate the Colony because 
it's a closed society, so any outsider stands out like a sore thumb. But while I was underground your 
bunch decimated my network, and I ended up in the Deeps," Drake replied, then took a breath. 

"So enough about me, Eddie, tell me, how did all this kit come to be here?" Drake asked, not wanting 
to say any more. He had no idea yet if he could really trust this man, and didn't want to be drawn on how 
his network had functioned in the past. Everything the former Limiter was offering him seemed to be a 
little too good to be true, and Drake wasn't about to throw caution to the wind. 

"They don't know any of this exists. After Topsoil ops, when I had the opportunity I didn't destroy it 
as I was meant to. Instead I salted it away here," Eddie answered. 

"For a rainy day," Drake chuckled, as he scanned the impressive array of equipment. There was Styx 
technology he'd never laid eyes on before, and he couldn’t wait to start a thorough investigation of it. 
Moving over to a nearby bench, he began to leaf through the plans spread open on its surface. He took an 
involuntary breath as he realized the subject of the top one. "A schematic of the air circulation system in 
the South Cavern," he read, lifting a corner to see what lay beneath the plan. "And here's a layout of the 
Laboratories, floor by floor," he whispered, trying not to show his excitement. Frowning, he looked 
across at the Limiter. "One thing — how do you pay for this place? The warehouse can't have come 
cheap, and you say you've got other properties?" 

Eddie's heels clicked on the stone floor as he went straight to a tall cabinet and gently slid out the top 
drawer. Its contents were covered by a square of velvet, which he lifted aside. 

As Drake moved closer he was greeted by the sight of hundreds of small, glittering stones. 

"Diamonds," he observed. 

"A perk of my tours in the Deeps," Eddie informed him. 

"But these sparklies are a long way from the rough specimens you find down there," Drake said. 

"I have a man in Hatton Garden who cuts and polishes them for me, then sells them when I require 
funds — no questions asked. Help yourself if you want some. I have more than I'll ever need." Eddie 
covered the gemstones with the velvet, but left the drawer open. "I'm going to check the screens upstairs, 
but you can stay here, if you like." 

"You're prepared to do that?" Drake asked. "To leave me by myself down here?" 

Eddie didn't reply as he fished in a pocket and dropped a couple of keys on the bench. "These are for 
the warehouse and the flat." Then he took out a pen. "You'll also need the code to let yourself out of here 
and back upstairs." He began to write a sequence of numbers on the corner of the plan that had been of so 
much interest to Drake. "But take care — if you get it wrong, the system will detonate and—" 

"Don't bother. I memorized the sequence as you were inputting it," Drake told him. 

Eddie began to walk away. "Thought as much," he said, without turning his head. 


" 
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On the vertical cliff face, Will was hauling himself up the vines behind Elliott. They'd already 
climbed a good distance and although their hands occasionally slipped as the leaves came away, they 
weren't overly concerned. Life in the lower-gravity environment had become second nature to them, and 
they both knew if they were to fall it wouldn't be as disastrous as it would have been on the surface. 

"Here we are," Elliott announced, then seemed to disappear into the vines themselves. Will went in 
after her, pushing through the wooded stems. 

He peered around the space he found himself in, some ten meters in width and several times that in 
length. A green-tinged light filtered through the vines over the entrance, and the air felt cool. "How on 
earth did you find this? It's a cave!" he exclaimed. 

"There you go again — stating the obvious," she said, with mock weariness. 

Will sighed. "With all the time you're spending round my dad, you're beginning to sound like him." 

She flashed him a smile and he smiled back, then he went over to inspect a pile of fruit that he'd 
noticed at the rear of the cave. Elliott had obviously begun to stockpile food in case of an emergency. 
"You've been busy," he said. "And you've laid in some meat, too." He was regarding the hock she'd 
suspended from the roof. 

"Yes, and I'm hoping the ants won't find it up there," she said. 

"Fat chance of that — they get everywhere," Will remarked. His father called them Seafu or Safari 
ants, and they were a constant nuisance. Once they'd discovered where food was stored, they would form 
red convoys several centimeters thick, which were quite capable of stripping most of the flesh from the 
carcass of a young gazelle or a small mammal over a single night. 

"All that's left is to make sure we've got enough water,” Elliott said, as Will came to the heap of 
animal skins and lengths of wood she'd brought into the cave. "And put some sleeping cots together from 
that stuff," she added. 

"You can always ask me to help, you know," Will offered, impressed at how much she'd already done. 

She shook her head, focusing on the ground. "No, don't worry. I know you have your work cut out 
with the Doc." 

There was the slightest hint of disappointment in her voice. Despite the fact that he found Elliott so 
difficult to read, Will picked up on it immediately. 

There had been numerous occasions when he'd been torn between working with his father or spending 
time with Elliott, but the tyrannical Dr. Burrows always won the day. And each time as Will watched 
Elliott walk away, leaving him to continue with his drawings of the carved inscriptions on the pyramid or 
scrubbing the dirt from some minor artifact, he'd stare after her, yearning to go with her. These were 
opportunities, moments, days, which would never present themselves again, and sometimes he felt as if 
all the impatience and frustration inside him would make him implode. But, each time, he would say 
nothing and buckle down to the tasks Dr. Burrows had set him, furious with himself and unhappy with his 
lot. 

"Your father always has so much to do," Elliott added as she gave Will a passing glance. 

"Yes," he agreed, his voice downbeat. But then Will made an effort to lighten the mood between 
them. There was no way he was going to let his father spoil what little time they did have together. "And 
this place is a perfect hideaway if we need one. You're just brilliant." 

Elliott picked up a roll of animal hide which had fallen from the top of the heap and put it back where 
it belonged. "Thanks. And just remember to use the same route in or out of here. Otherwise you'll leave 
a scent trail." 

"I knew it — that was why you took us through the stream," Will said, lifting a foot and planting it 
back down on the rock floor with a squelching noise. "But don't we need to be further away from the base 
camp than this?" he thought out loud, as he went back to the entrance. Parting the vines to survey the 
view below, he stared at the shallow stream at the base of the cliff. "We're a bit close here." He frowned. 
"And, anyway, didn't you tell me we had a long walk ahead of us? We've hardly come any distance." 

Elliott joined him at the cave mouth. "It can't be too far away in case we need to get here at short 


notice. And as for your second question, we're not done yet." 

"We're not?" he said, glancing inquiringly at her. 

"No," she replied. "I have something to ask you, Will." 

He turned to face her. "You do? What's that?" 

"After we took care of the Rebecca twins, didn't anything occur to you?" Elliott put to him. 

Will was silent for a while. "To tell you the truth, I've been trying to forget the whole thing. It was 
just so horrible," he replied eventually. He began to fidget with the Sten gun slung over his shoulder, a 
troubled look in his eyes. 

"That's okay," she said, placing her hand momentarily on his arm to still its movement. "I'm not 
talking about what we did — you don't have to think about that. But have you never once asked yourself 
how the three Styx actually got here? I mean, what are the chances of them leaping off that submarine 
and floating across, just like we did?" She tapped the barrel of his Sten gun. "And anyway, how would 
they have propelled themselves through the zero gravity belt? As far as we know they didn't have any 
firearms with them." 

Will frowned. "Well, I'll be damned — you're absolutely right. I never thought of that. So how did 
they make it across?" 

"Saddle up," she said, sounding remarkably like Drake as she spun nimbly around and clambered 
backwards out of the opening, then began to descend the vines. 

Once he was down, Will waded through the stream to the bank. As he clambered out and retrieved 
the Bergen from the undergrowth where he'd left it, Bartleby's head suddenly popped up from a nearby 
bush. His cheeks were puffed out, like a trumpet player about to blow a full-bodied note on his 
instrument. 

"Oh, no. There's a tail sticking out of his mouth," Will spluttered. "And it's twitching!" 

"Caught himself a jungle rat," Elliott said admiringly. "He's a born hunter." 

Will raised an eyebrow. "Yes, that's absolutely right — he is a Hunter. There you go stating—" 

"Oh, shut up, Will," she laughed, pushing gently against him with her shoulder before moving away. 
Will grinned to himself, enjoying the moment. 


xX xX x x x 


They kept to the stream for several kilometers, Elliott and the cat wading ahead of Will. When the 
water was up to their waists and Bartleby was only just managing to keep his nose above the surface, they 
made for the side. Once they were out, Elliott didn't take them back into the jungle, but instead led them 
along the bank, which was covered in a thick growth of gymnosperms. By now the stream had grown so 
much in size that Will decided it was more accurate to describe it as a river. 

Elliott called a halt several times by holding her fist in the air. Crouching low, she used her rifle 
scope to check around them, particularly concentrating on the opposite bank. On one of these occasions 
Will crept over to her. 

"What's wrong? Why do you keep stopping?" 

"I've got this feeling,” she whispered, not shifting her gaze from the far bank. "Like there's someone 
there." 

"I can't see anybody," Will said. 

"It's as though... as though the trees are watching us," she replied, still keeping her voice low. 

Will was nonplussed. "The trees?" 

Elliott nodded. "I know it sounds crazy. I've had the same feeling before... in other parts of the 
jungle." 

They were both silent as they continued to scrutinize the opposite side of the river. The bank was 
lined with gymnosperms several meters in height, and then the jungle began with its giant trees. It was 
here, in between the trees, that Elliott was staring. And Will also noticed that she was throwing the 
occasional glance at Bartleby to check if he was sensing anything. However, the cat seemed entirely 
preoccupied by the swarms of iridescent green dragonflies, playfully trying to swipe them with his 
massive paws as they zipped past. This made Will more confident that there was no cause for alarm. But 


he'd also learnt that Elliott's instincts weren't to be ignored. 

"Could it just be some animal watching us?" he suggested. "Other than those old skulls at the 
pyramid and the aeroplane Dad claims he saw, I don't reckon there's anyone close to us. I mean, we 
haven't seen any signs of people in our bit of the jungle, have we?" 

She didn't answer, her body tense as her senses strained. "It's nothing," she said finally, setting off 
again. 

A little further on, Will heard a distant rumble. He kept checking the sky to see of one of the sudden 
and tumultuous rainstorms was about to descend on them. But although the sky was its usual transparent 
white and there wasn't a cloud in sight, the sound grew louder. And it was continuous, telling Will that it 
couldn't be peals of thunder, as he'd first assumed. The sound was only explained when the rounded a 
bend in the river and a high escarpment came into view, torrents of white water tumbling over it and 
plummeting into a foam-topped lagoon below. 

"Now that's what I call a real waterfall," Will said, peering up to the top of the two- or three-hundred- 
meter escarpment. He noted that two rivers branched off from the lagoon: the one that had brought them 
there, and a second that led off on the far side. 

As Will and Elliott advanced toward the lagoon, they emerged from the thick copse of gymnosperms 
and onto a stretch of trampled mud. Will realized that the ground must be so churned up because the 
lagoon was a watering hole for the local wildlife. He began to search for interesting tracks, but Elliott 
kept up the pace, leading them straight toward the side of the waterfall. Will couldn't work out where she 
was going until he saw her step up onto a rocky ledge that seemed to extend behind the waterfall itself. 
They trod carefully along this ledge, the sheet of water to one side of them, and a vertical rock face to the 
other. Within seconds they had entered a large cavern completely hidden behind the waterfall, where the 
profuse spray misted the air. 

"This is so cool!" Will yelled, spellbound by the endless cascade of water. Sunlight intermittently 
penetrated the waterfall, dappling him in ever-shifting patterns. If it hadn't been for the thunderous noise, 
the effect would have been hypnotic. "How do you find these places?" Will shouted as he mopped the 
spray from his face. Moving his gaze from the waterfall, he saw that Elliott was at the far end of the 
cavern, where she was poised at the start of a flight of steps hewn out of the rock. 

Seized with curiosity, he went over to her. As his sight adjusted to the gloom, he made out the arch 
above the steps. Then he saw that carved into the keystone at the apex of the arch was a symbol of three 
bars radiating slightly outwards. It was the same symbol as the one on the pendant Uncle Tam had given 
him, and which was around his neck at that very moment. And this symbol was the mark left by the 
Ancients, as his father referred to them, the people who had first made a pilgrimage from the Deeps to this 
inner world. 

Filled with excitement, he slid off his Bergen and extricated his Styx lantern. As he and Elliott 
mounted the steps and went into the passage beyond, he shone the lantern around them, inspecting the 
rock, which showed unmistakable signs that it had been worked by hand. As they progressed further 
down the passage, the noise of the water diminished so that they were able to talk without raising their 
voices. "Then the Rebeccas came this way?" Will asked. 

Elliott nodded. "They must have located the other end of this tunnel after they left the submarine. It 
brought them here without all that—" She interrupted herself to wave her arms in the air. "Without all 
that floatey floatey stuff we had to do." 

"Floatey stuff?" Will repeated, but his mind was racing with the implications of her discovery. "So 
this is the way home," he said. "But how did you find it? We're miles from the pyramid." 

"I followed the Styx's tracks back here after we ambushed them. I wouldn't have been doing my job if 
I hadn't checked where they'd come from." 

Will was still frowning. "So you've known about this for weeks, but you didn't mention it to me?" 

Her voice was barely audible as she swung about and began to retrace her steps to the arch. "I was 
scared," she said. 

"What did you say? You were scared?" Will asked as he went after her. "Why?" 

She came to a halt. "I thought if I told you and your father, you might decide to go home. And I don't 
want to leave this world — I don't have anywhere else to go. Besides, I love it here with..." Her voice 


petered out as the beam of Will's lantern flicked over the ground beside her feet. 

"Back here! Shine it back here!" she ordered him urgently as she squatted down on her thighs. 
"Hurry up!" she snapped, panic evident in her voice. 

She pointed at the pieces of rock. They were lying in a row. 

Will was immediately concerned. "What is it?" 

She snatched the lantern from him, and tore back through the arch and down the short flight of steps. 
In a second she'd found what she'd been looking for on the rocky ledge behind the base of the wall. "I 
knew it! Look!" she cried. 

"So what?" Will asked. 

Elliott shook her head. "It's Limiter procedure. That's how they mark the trail for other soldiers. 
Textbook stuff." 

"But surely the Rebeccas and first Limiter could have left th—" Will tried to suggest. 

"No way! I went over every inch of this place when I first found it. I wouldn't have missed 
something like this." She swung her rifle from her shoulder and cocked it. "Will, you know what this 
means, don't you?" 

He really didn't want to hear what she was about to say. 

"It means that we've got more Limiters with us in this world. It's not over yet." 


x x x xX x 


Carrying a tray, Eddie approached the end of the basement where Drake was working. Perched on a 
stool, Drake had the parts of the Dark Light he'd taken apart carefully arranged on the bench in front of 
him. After spending the morning evaluating the items Eddie had collected together in the basement, 
Drake had concentrated all his efforts on the Styx interrogation device. He'd gone off to fetch his test 
equipment and had used it to examine each component as he extracted it. So far the exercise had taken 
him most of the afternoon. 

"Thought you might be hungry," Eddie said as he placed the tray on the bench. 

"Yeah... thanks," Drake mumbled. 

"Making progress?" Eddie asked. 

"Slowly but surely," Drake replied, wiping his forehead. "This is a very clever piece of kit. I've never 
seen the likes of some of these components before." He reached across the bench to pick up a small metal 
cylinder with rounded ends. "There are four of these in the base of the Dark Light. Have you any idea 
what they do?" 

"No. My job was to use the Dark Light on subjects — nothing more," Eddie said. "Were you ever 
Darklit?" 

But Drake didn't reply, completely absorbed by the cylinders to the exclusion of all else. "When I 
pass a charge through them, these ionizing tubes emit different wavelengths. The spectrum for each tube 
is incredibly narrow, incredibly specific. When all the tubes are in full swing, the combination of the four 
spectra is unique, and I reckon I might be able to rig something up to detect them." 

"To what end?" Eddie asked. 

"As long as it's above ground, I should be able to tell when and where Dark Lights are being used." 
He put the metal tube down and straightened up, stretching his arms. 

Eddie didn't show any signs of leaving as he hovered on the other side of the bench. Drake shot a 
glance at him. "You look like you want to ask me something?" 

"Yes, about Elliott. You said there's a route down to the area beneath the Deeps, and I want to know 
more about it, and how we're going to proceed." 

"Sure. Let's talk about it later," Drake said dismissively. Sliding from the stool, he crossed to an 
adjacent bench. "Eddie, tell me about these. I found a box of them." He held up a fistful of vials by their 
cords. They were identical to the pair Will had been given by the Rebecca twins, although the silver 
stoppers on these hadn't been painted. 

"They're receptacles for viral agents," Eddie answered. "The clear liquid you see in them is a 
compound manufactured by the Scientists. They call it a static — it keeps a virus alive, even though it's 


outside the body of the host." 

"Yes, I had some of it assayed when we couldn't figure out how they'd managed that," Drake said, 
moving rapidly on to some items he'd put on the end of the bench. "And these?" he asked, indicating a 
group of bottles several centimeters in length, with sealed tops. Inside each was a small object suspended 
in yellow fluid. "I'm no zoologist, but these look suspiciously like snails. What's their significance?" 
Drake asked. 

"They are snails — Plague Snails. Their natural habitat is the vegetation around the perimeter of the 
Eternal City. I often went into the city with patrols from the Division. And on a couple of occasions, we 
were there on handholding duty, looking after parties of Scientists. You see, they collect the snails, for 
the viral strains they harbor." 

"You're telling me these are the original source of the Dominion virus? These are the vector?" Drake 
asked eagerly. 

"Not these snails specifically, because they've been dead for too long. But, yes, fresh specimens carry 
many different viruses, and the Scientists harvest them for the deadlier strains. Once they've isolated 
these viruses, they're modified into more effective infectious agents in the Laboratories." 

Drake nodded. "Neatly packaged and ready to unleash on us Topsoilers... I can only guess?" 

"That's correct," Eddie confirmed. "The Scientists convert them into weapon-grade pathogens." 

Drake was studying the specimen bottle in his hand with evident excitement. "So these little 
blighters... these Plague Snails... are to blame." His eyes lit up as he had an idea. "And if we were to 
wipe them out, every last one of these snails, the Styx would lose their source of pathogens." 

Eddie nodded skeptically. "but the Eternal City is a pretty big place. It would be an impossible task 
to eradicate all of them." 

"Not impossible, no," Drake replied. "Not is you happen to know a top-notch biochemist with a thing 
for pesticides." 


Making pitiful groans, Chester tensed against the cords around his wrists, stretching his fingers in an 
attempt to get the blood flowing in his hands. And his legs were cramping up yet again because his 
ankles were bound so tightly together. He was silent for a while, unsure whether he wanted to cry or to 
resume his tirade at Martha. He chose the latter — at least it made him feel marginally better. 

"YOU STUPID MAD STUPID OLD COW!" he screamed at full volume. "YOU'VE KEPT ME IN 
HERE FOR BLOODY WEEKS! LET ME OUT!" 

In the confined space, his shout made his ears ring. 

He waited to see if there was a response, but there was only silence. 

"Oh, God," he whimpered, looking at the light seeping in from cracks around the door of the 
otherwise completely dark and narrow under-stairs cupboard in which Martha had locked him. "Harry 
Potter, I know just what you went through," he said. 

The memory of how his life had been not so long ago... spending time with his mother and father... 
immersing himself in his favorite books... enjoying his wonderful home... playing games on his 
PlayStation... all without fear and nice and predictable — it all flooded back to him. 

In the last year he'd traveled such a long way, completing a journey of many hundreds, if not 
thousands, of kilometers into the deepest recesses of the Earth, only to return to the surface for this to 
happen. He thought back to when he and Martha had set off in the launch from the fallout shelter. 
Despite his misgivings about her, he'd been filled with such hope and optimism. 

Why had it all gone so horribly wrong? 

He longed to wake up from this nightmare. 

Why? Why? Why? 

But it was no nightmare. 

What did I do to deserve this? 

It was real. 

Won't someone save me? 


He wailed with frustration. 

The moment that Dr. Burrows, Will and Elliott had leapt down Smoking Jean, he should have 
foreseen how it was going to turn out. There was a marked change in Martha's behavior. Almost straight 
away, she'd begun to act very strangely, following him around like some bloated balloon, and fussing over 
him and nagging at him to eat the food she prepared in her less-than-hygienic fashion. And worst of all, 
she was constantly trying to touch him in a sort of monstrously overdone maternal way. 

"Warped psycho granny," Chester muttered to himself, shivering as he thought about it now. He 
heard a vague shuffling sound from the other side of the door, knowing only too well she was lurking 
there. 

After she'd caught him trying to use the phone and knocked him out cold, he'd regained consciousness 
in the under-stairs cupboard. And that's where she'd imprisoned him, for how many weeks he didn't 
know, only allowing him out for a short time each day to get some exercise. Even then it was at 
knifepoint, with his hands still bound. 

To begin with he'd tried to reason with Martha, pleading with her to untie him. She merely shook her 
head in response. "It's for your own good," was all she'd say, over and over again. The nervous twitch in 
her left eye had also grown progressively worse, as if she was forever winking at him over some private 
joke. Only there was nothing remotely funny about the situation he found himself in. Quite frankly, he 
was petrified by the woman, believing she was eminently capable of sticking the knife into him, no doubt 
‘for his own good’, too. 

Now as he lay in the cramped cupboard, he was listening to every little noise. He heard another 
movement on the other side of the door. No question then that she was there, most likely sitting on the 
floor with her legs splayed out as she always did. He could picture her, her crossbow resting in her lap as 
she fidgeted with her large knife, like some mad aunt from an old horror movie. But this was no movie, 
and it was so unfair. He just wanted to go home. All his feelings welled up inside him again until he 
could stand it no longer, and he began to shout at the top of his voice. Still shouting, he rolled over so 
that he could bang his head against the door, thumping it with such force he was hurting himself. 

"HEY, LOONEY TUNES, I KNOW YOU'RE THERE! BLOODY LET ME OUT!" 

Suddenly, with a click, the door swung open, and he was staring at a pair of stocky ankles. He looked 
up — there she stood, a rather overweight lady with flame-red frizzy hair, and swathed in the usual thick 
layers of filthy clothing. 

"Now, now, my darlin’, don't go getting yourself all worked up," she said, the muscles around her eye 
going wild in their very own St. Vitus's Dance. 

But Chester was so angry he didn't care about the consequences any more. As she squatted down 
beside him, he began to shout again and tried to head-butt her knee. 

I WANT TO SEE MY MUM AND DAD," he shrieked. 'LET ME GO HOME! THIS IS JUST SO 
WRONG!" 

"Silly boy. No need for all that ballyhoo — I'm your family now," she said calmly, and grabbed his 
head, pushing it down against the floor inside the cupboard. "Martha's the one who cares for you now, not 
foul Topsoilers." 

With that, she whipped out a yellow duster and shoved it against his mouth. 

At first he thought she was trying to smother him, and he struggled with even more urgency. But 
there wasn't much he could do — his bound limbs and the restrictive space inside the cupboard hindered 
him. And she was deceptively strong. 

"OO 'ITCH!" he yelled through the cloth, jerking his head in an attempt to shake her off. 

Without any warning she slapped him viciously across the side of the face. He screamed, not from 
the pain, but from the shock of what she'd done. He felt so vulnerable. 

"Silly, silly boy," she said breathlessly, still holding the duster over his mouth to muffle him. "There's 
nobody around to hear you, and you mustn't get yourself all in a tizzy like this." She sounded as though 
she was disciplining a badly behaving puppy. 

The fight had gone out of Chester, and he stopped struggling and trying to shout. In the ensuing calm 
she took away the duster. He watched her with mounting horror as she took drew out her knife and 
waggled it in front of him. "And if you insist on using such language, I'll be forced to cut out your 


tongue. Do you really want me to do that?" 

Chester clamped his mouth tight shut and shook his head, making a frantic "Mmmm" noise to show 
he would obey her. For an instant she narrowed her eyes and her expression went blank, as if she was 
waiting for instructions from someone. Except there was no one there but the two of them. Then she 
became animated again and spoke. "If you know what's good for you, you'll just do what old Martha tells 
you." 

Rigid with fright, he continued to stare up at her, tears running down his cheeks. She brushed the hair 
from his forehead and then stroked the side of his face with her short, grubby fingers. He didn't dare do 
anything to resist her touch. 

Inclining her head toward him, she smiled as if nothing had happened, but that eye was twitching as 
though it was going to leap clean out of its socket. 

"Martha's going to look after you. Martha will always be there for you... always and for ever," she 
said, dabbing away his tears with her thumb. 


8 


The doctor was humming to himself and it was the only sound in the room other than the ticking of 
the grandfather clock in the corner. He leant over Mrs. Burrows as he shone a light — a tiny luminescent 
orb set into a chromed tube — directly into one of her eyes. The doctor's demeanor said it all — he didn't 
look hopeful. But for one moment, as he continued to move the light from side to side in front of her 
face, he ceased his humming and appeared to become more optimistic. "Ah, yes... was that...?" he 
whispered, but after he'd continued the examination for several more seconds he shook his head. 

"I thought I saw a flicker... a reaction, but I must have been mistaken," he finally decided, and 
released Mrs. Burrows' eyelid, which flipped down again. Then he produced a pin and took Mrs. 
Burrows' arm by the wrist. Turning her hand over, he stuck the needle several times into the palm. He 
moved on to the fingertips where he did the same, each jab drawing little spots of blood. All the time he 
was scrutinizing Mrs. Burrows' face, trying to discern whether there was any response to the stimuli. 
"Nothing," he muttered, and finished the exercise by sticking the needle deep into the back of her hand, 
where he left it. It seemed a little unnecessary to the Second Officer, who opened his mouth to say 
something, but then thought better of it. 

Taking a step back the doctor grimaced. "No, it's as I expected — there's no sign of any 
improvement." 

A wizened old man with a grey beard, the doctor wore a black frock coat over a waistcoat that was 
almost the same color as his beard. And his clothing had various splatter marks on it, which might very 
well have been dried blood. He began to make tutting noises as he returned his light, a thermometer and a 
set of reflex hammers to his valise. It was clear the examination was over. 

Beside the doctor, the Second Officer rocked on the balls of his feet, the floorboards creaking under 
his not inconsiderable weight. He'd been observing the doctor perform the medical procedures without 
any comprehension, much as a dog watches a card trick. "but isn't there anything more that can be done 
for her?" he ventured, staring at Mrs. Burrows' motionless body. The room, formerly the sitting room, 
had been turned over for her care, and a bed had been installed in one corner. Mrs. Burrows herself was 
propped up in a wicker bath chair, an ancient contraption on three wheels. 

The regular ticking of the grandfather clock continued as the doctor took his time to coil up his 
stethoscope and replace it in his valise. Still he said nothing as he shut the valise, pressing the catches 
each in turn. Once this was done, he tucked his hand into his coat pocket, and struck a pose as if he was 
about to address an audience of his peers. 

"Is there anything that can be done for the patient?" he intoned, as he turned toward Mrs. Burrows. 
The saliva collecting behind her slightly protruding bottom lip chose that precise moment to overflow, 
and a long treacly string of it seeped from her mouth and extended toward her chest. 

"Well, we can make sure the patient is comfortable, and continue to administer the Pinkham's twice a 
day," the doctor said, watching as the saliva pooled on Mrs. Burrows' front, spreading through the weave 
of the cotton blouse which was far too big for her. The doctor drew in a breath as he swiveled his head to 
the Second Officer. "If you need some more Pinkham's from the apothecary, I can write you a script." 

"No, we have a few bottles left," the Second Officer replied. 

"Very good. And here's the bill for my services. Pay it when you can," the doctor said, as he whisked 
a folded slip of paper from his waistcoat pocket and handed it to the Second Officer. 

The Second Officer had been about to look at the bill, but a forced cough made him half turn to the 
hallway, where his mother and sister had been listening to the proceedings. Out of sight of the doctor, 
they both started to gesticulate wildly, prompting the Second Officer to broach the question he had been 
avoiding until then. He cleared his throat. "Doctor, she's survived this long, hasn't she, against all odds? 
Don't you think that she might get a little better, with time?" 

The doctor stroked his beard thoughtfully. "It's a miracle that the patient's still with us, I grant you 
that," he answered. "But one cannot argue with the facts. While the patient is able to breathe for herself, 
there's not the remotest chance that she'll recover her cognitive functions. She demonstrates no reflex 
responses whatsoever — none at all — her pupils are completely non-reactive." The doctor screwed one 


eye shut as if what he was about to say was difficult for him. "I presume you thought you were doing her 
an act of kindness bringing her here. But it might have been kinder to let her slip away peacefully after 
the interrogation." 

"I couldn't just leave her to die in the Hold," he Second Officer said. "There've been too many done 
that already." 

The doctor nodded grimly. "But sometimes nature should be allowed to take its course. You told me 
that her ordeal was one of the most severe you've ever witnessed?" 

"It was,” the Second Officer confirmed. "They used as many as seven Dark Lights on her." 

"You are better placed than most to know what damage those contraptions can exact. The Dark 
Lights evidently took their toll on this woman. It's as though... how can I put it...?" The doctor faltered as 
he sought a suitable analogy, then stuck his index finger in the air. "It's as though all the peas have been 
stripped from the pod." 

The Second Officer frowned through his confusion. 

"Yes," the doctor went on, rather pleased with himself. "The patient has been well and truly shelled, 
and there's not much left... merely the husk. And peas don't grow back, do they? It doesn't matter how 
strong she was before, there's no return from where she is now." 

"No new peas," the Second Officer said as he understood what he was being told, and looked at Mrs. 
Burrows with his sad eyes. "Yes, she had a strong will, all right. She put up one hell of a fight," he said, 
then laid his hand on the doctor's arm. "But, please, doctor, I need your help. I'm desperate. If you were 
in my shoes, what would you do now?" 

"Give her back to the Styx," the doctor replied abruptly, pulling his arm away. He seized his valise 
and trilby, and made toward the hallway with undue haste. He acknowledged the elderly lady and the 
younger woman with a nod. Then, placing the trilby on his head, he left the house as fast as his thin legs 
would carry him, still watched by the two women hovering in the hall. 

"Well, ‘e left like ‘e thought the place was on fire. ‘E couldn't get out quick enough," the elderly 
woman observed, as she shut the front door behind him. "‘E thinks the Topsoiler is a dead duck." 

The Second Officer had come out into the hallway. "Ma, she..." he began to reply, but his mother's 
countenance was so unsympathetic, he turned to his sister for support. "Eliza, I'm only doing—" 

"Doing what?" his sister cut him short. "He's been our family doctor since the year dot — he even 
delivered both of us — but now he just wants to wash his hands of us," she said unequivocally. "And can 
you blame him? We're an embarrassment, for Christ's sake! A bloody joke!" 

Hearing his sister use profanities like that had the effect of a slap across the Second Officer's face. He 
gasped. 

But Eliza was unrepentant. With her pale blue eyes and her wide face, and her almost white hair tied 
behind her head, she was typical of the women in the Colony. And the Second Officer, with his scalp 
sparsely covered by hoary bristles, his sloping face and thickset physique, was equally typical of the male 
contingent. Indeed, they were both immensely proud of their origins, descended as they were from the 
‘Faithful’ — the loyal employees Sir Gabriel Martineau had invited to live in his new kingdom beneath 
the soil almost three hundred years ago. 

The Second Officer and his family were highly respected members of the community, and obedient to 
the Styx. Moreover, the Second Officer's work in the police station meant that he dealt with the Styx on 
an almost daily basis, doing their bidding however distasteful its nature. But now his erratic conduct in 
helping this Topsoiler had jeopardized his standing, and had alienated all three of them from the tight-knit 
community in which they lived. And all three of them knew it. 

"Eliza, the doctor's a busy man,” the Second Officer said. "Maybe he has something urgent to do — 
another house call to make." 

"Sure, and my best friend's a mushroom," she snorted derisively. 

"Got all of us in a real bind, ‘aven't you, son?" the old lady burst out. She and Eliza advanced on the 
Second Officer, who did the only thing he could and retreated into the sitting room. "Look at ‘er. This 
Topsoiler's eatin' us out of ‘ouse and ‘ome, and she ain't never ever going to get better. At my age I can't 
be doing with all this moppin’ up after ‘er, and tryin’ to force costly food we can ill afford down ‘er 
greedy gullet. And now we've got to cough up for yet another bill. What were you thinkin' of, son?" 


Eliza now joined in the attack. "And tongues are wagging all right. People want to know what drove 
you to haul a half-dead Heathen into our family house, some evil Above Grass we don’t' know from Eve. 
Task you!" 

"Eliza—" the Second Officer tried, but his sister wasn't finished yet. 

"At the shops yesterday, both Mrs. Cayzer and Mrs. Jempson ignored me completely. They crossed 
the road to avoid me, they did," she said indignantly. 

The Second Officer didn't have anywhere to go — the two women had him tight up to Mrs. Burrows' 
bath chair. And they were going in for the kill, like hounds after a lame fox. 

"Exactly who do you think we are? The patron saints of sick Topsoilers?" Eliza pressed him. 
"Because what we are is... is the laughing stock of the South Cavern!" 

Hemmed in, the Second Officer let out a small moan of anguish. He scratched the short stretch of 
neck that supported his broad head on his equally broad shoulders, but didn't attempt to offer any sort of 
explanation. 

The old lady had noticed the dribble on Mrs. Burrows' blouse and pushed past her son. Taking out her 
handkerchief, she began to dab roughly at it, her staccato words timed with each dab. "There's also talk 
down the market that the Styx are takin' a special interest in us... because of what you've done," she said. 
Then as she tossed her handkerchief on a side table, she raised her voice and shouted, "You've brought 
them on us!" 

The was a meow from the doorway. 

"Colly," Eliza said, turning around. 

The cat had come to investigate what all the fuss was about. She was a Hunter, a giant cat unique to 
the Colony, bred for its rat-catching prowess. She cast her large copper eyes over the three humans, 
sniffed loudly in Mrs. Burrows' direction, then slunk over to the hearth. Here, basking in the heat from 
the embers, she dug her claws into the rug and stretched luxuriously. 

As the old lady saw the cat settling down for a nap, she thrust an arthritic finger at the door to the 
room. "No, you don’t, Colly! Out you go!" 

"Leave her be, Ma," Eliza said gently, as the grandfather clock began to chime, adding to the tension 
in the room. "Even if we've been banished to the kitchen, why shouldn't she enjoy the fire, same as this 
slothful Topsoiler?" 

Colly was slightly smaller than Bartleby, the Hunter currently in the center of the Earth with Will and 
Elliott, but she differed from him in that her hairless skin was of the purest black. 

Making herself comfortable at Mrs. Burrows' side, she curled up with a contented yawn. 

"Colly," the old woman said again, but the cat continued not to pay the slightest attention to her. 

The clock still chiming, the Second Officer took advantage of the diversion Colly had brought. "Ma, 
let her stay here. Instead, why don't I make you a fresh cuppa," eh offered, slipping his arm around his 
mother's bowed shoulders as he began to steer her away. "All this excitement's not good for your heart." 

Eliza hung back in the room, glaring at Mrs. Burrows' comatose form. She couldn’t understand what 
had got into her brother. These people were the enemy, and this one in particular had been hiding 
something from the Styx — hence the treatment she'd received at their hands. Eliza wasn't a bad woman 
by any means, but now her bitterness built to the point where she couldn't contain it. 

She leant forward and struck Mrs. Burrows across the face, a full-blown slap that left a red mark on 
the woman's wan skin. It was so loud that Colly leapt up in surprise. Then Eliza literally squeaked with 
her frustration, and stormed from the room. 


x xX x x x 


AS the raised voices continued in the kitchen down the hallway, the twelfth and final chime sounded 
and Mrs. Burrows' eyes flicked open. 

"The dead duck lives," she said defiantly, then worked her jaw and touched her cheek where she'd 
been struck. "Temper, temper, Eliza," she quietly reprimanded the absent woman. As she wiped the 
spittle from her lips, she remembered the pin that was still stuck in the back of her hand. For a moment 
she chuckled, holding her hand before her and splaying her fingers as she examined the pin, which she 


made no effort to remove. 

Then she felt the damp patch on her blouse. "Did you catch my routine with the dribble, Colly?" she 
said, smiling at the cat, who was watching her attentively. "I thought it was a nice touch." 

The interrogation with the Dark Lights had cause untold damage to Mrs. Burrows' brain, and her body 
had all but shut down. It was only because of her autonomic nervous system was still intact that she didn't 
die. Fortunately it kept her major organs functioning, so her heart continued to beat and her lungs to draw 
air. And although she'd been in a catatonic state and on the edge of death for several weeks, she'd been 
cared for by the Second Officer and his family. With the regular nourishment and the constant nursing, 
she'd been bought some extra time, and with that time something exceptional started to take place. 

Week by week, the neural pathways in her brain, which had been so badly disrupted, had begun to 
reform and reconstruct themselves, like a computer autorunning a recovery program. Some small corner 
of her frontal lobes — the seat of her memories and her conscious will — had embarked on the mammoth 
task of piecing the rest of her gray matter back together again. 

But the neural pathways hadn't reconnected quite as they had been before. She found her sight had 
been impaired to the extent that she could only just differentiate between light and dark. However, as if to 
compensate for this disability, there were some surprising benefits to the new, Mark II Mrs. Burrows. 

She found that she had virtual mastery over many aspects of her body, like she'd never had before. 
Although she'd felt each jab of the pin made by the doctor, she was able to isolate the pain and show no 
reaction to it. But this was only a fraction of what she was capable — she could reduce all her 
physiological processes, including her heart rate, to such a low level that she barely needed to draw 
breath. And in conjunction with this, she could raise or lower her body temperature, making herself break 
into a sweat or her breath come out as clouds of condensation. She told herself it was as though she'd 
exceeded the levels of control her Yoga master had said only the most advanced practitioners could hope 
to attain. 

But there was yet more. There was something truly inexplicable. While her eyesight was so poor, in 
place of this she had another faculty. Whether it was because of a heightened olfactory sense, or whether 
some long-forgotten animal ability hidden deep in the recesses of the brain had been switched on, she 
didn't know. But she found she had something akin to an early warning system for people. She could 
literally smell them. 

She was able to distinguish between people familiar to her and strangers, even if they were just 
walking past in the street outside the house. And she could tell what sort of mood they were in — angry, 
sad, bored, happy — it didn't matter — she could detect the whole gamut of human emotion. A biologist 
might have speculated that she'd developed the ability to read the pheromones that people emit — the 
airborne chemosignals that play such a central role in the lives of other animal species as they utilize them 
for communication and in their behavioral patterns. But Mrs. Burrows wasn't a biologist and had no 
knowledge of this; she was just content to develop her new sense, which seemed to be growing more 
potent by the day. She was also certain that it would eventually help her escape from the Colony. And 
the way things were going in the Second Officer's home, that day might not be far off. 

So now she didn't need to hear the argument going on in the kitchen in order to know that it was still 
in full flow. She could smell the exasperation and frustration radiating from the Second Officer's mother 
and sister — it was so strong it made her wince. And she could also sense the Second Officer's 
indignation and the slight emanation of fear from him as he made a valiant attempt to defend himself 
against the verbal onslaught. 

Rising from her bath chair and stretching her limbs each in turn, Mrs. Burrows sighed. "Ah, that's 
better," she said, adding, "Come here, Colly." 

The Hunter instantly went to her side. Mrs. Burrows had spent a great deal of time with this cat, and 
it was as if Colly recognized that this human's unique abilities matched and even surpassed her own — for 
her Hunter's sense of smell was also incredibly well developed. It might have been this, or something on 
a more bestial level, that had forged the bond between them, but the cat did exactly as Mrs. Burrows told 
her. 

Mrs. Burrows extended a hand until she found the cat's large head. "Let's take a stroll around the 
room. I need the exercise," she said. 


With Colly as her guide, Mrs. Burrows followed beside her, avoiding the pieces of furniture and all 
the while talking to her. For it had been a lonely time for Mrs. Burrows, forced to pretend she was still in 
a coma whenever Colonists were near. 

And, of course, the cat could tell nobody about the startling changes that had come over the new 
woman in the house. 
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Chester shifted his position to ease his limbs. He was sure it had to be about time that Martha brought 
him some food and water. He didn't know how long it was since she'd last opened the door to check on 
him — the hours crawled slowly by, with nothing to differentiate them other than his bouts of desperation 
and crying. 

Except there had been something. 

There'd been noises that he couldn't quite place — the scrunch of gravel outside as if a car had drawn 
up, then some banging. But the sounds had been so short-lived and so muffled through the door that they 
didn't give him much of an idea what was happening outside his diminutive prison. He assumed his 
monstrous captor was probably up to something that made sense in her twisted world. As he groaned 
from his hunger and thirst, he put the sounds from his mind and tried to go back to sleep. 


x x x x x 


Drake stormed into the warehouse flat and hurried through to his bedroom, returning a few seconds 
later with a kitbag and a Bergen. Eddie had seen the urgency with which he was moving, and rose from 
his chair. 

Drake upended both the kitbag and the Bergen, tipping all the equipment from them onto the floor, 
which he then began to sort through as he selected what he needed. 

"Something happened?" Eddie asked. 

"Yes, I've got to go to Norfolk. I just dialed in for messages on the remote server — it's accessed by a 
Topsoil number I gave Elliott, to contact me in an emergency," he said. 

"Is she in trouble?" Eddie asked quickly. 

"No, the message is from Chester, and doesn't mention her," Drake said, putting some of his gear back 
into the Bergen. "It's not very clear but, from what I can make out, he may have resurfaced by now." He 
shook his head, furious with himself. "What a bloody fool! I haven't been checking the server on a 
regular basis — the message is from weeks ago." He picked up a handgun and a couple of magazines, 
one of which he slotted into the weapon. As he cocked it and tucked it into his waistband in the small of 
his back, he paused to glance across at Eddie. "I just hope that boy has the nous to hide out up here, and 
not try to go home. If he's gone back to Highfield, your buddies will have nabbed him." 

"But there's still a chance that Elliott might be with him," Eddie reasoned, putting his jacket on. "In 
which case I'm coming with you." 


"I'm parked a couple of blocks away," Drake said, glancing in the direction of his Range Rover, as he 
and Eddie stepped out of the warehouse. 

"Let's use mine, instead," Eddie suggested, striding off in the opposite direction. 

For a moment Drake didn't make a move to follow him, adjusting the strap of his heavy Bergen so it 
sat more comfortably on his shoulder. Then, further down the street, he saw the indicators flash on a 
brand new Aston Martin as Eddie depressed his key fob. 

"Classy wheels," Drake said, as he approached the car, giving the gleaming black paintwork an 
appreciative look. Eddie opened the driver's door and waited for Drake, who seemed to be hesitant. "A 
bit conspicuous though, isn't it?" Drake added. "Unless you're James Bond. Perhaps it would be better to 
take the Range Rover?" 

Eddie didn't reply. 

The Drake recapitulated. "Okay, we'll use yours, but I'm driving," he said. 

It was late in the evening and the traffic didn't present a problem as Drake raced out of London, then 
tore up toward Norfolk. As the dual carriageway came to an end and the road narrowed to a single lane, 
Drake didn't ease up on the speed. For a while they listened to the news on the radio, but once this had 


finished neither spoke as the last light from the sun faded and they found themselves in a moonless 
nightscape. A strong wind had picked up, and every so often the headlamps caught the shining eyes of 
plump deer grazing on the verges. 

Spotting a car coming in the opposite direction, Drake dipped his lights. As expected, the driver of 
the other car did likewise, but when he was almost level with Drake, he flipped them onto full beam 
again, hooting his horn like a maniac. An empty beer can struck the side of the Aston. 

"Bloody idiot!" Drake exclaimed as the glaring lights blinded him. 

Eddie lurched sideways in his seat as Drake executed a perfect handbrake turn, slewing the car round 
so it was facing in the opposite direction. The V8 roared as he floored the accelerator, and he sped off in 
pursuit of the other vehicle. 

"Someone needs to teach that prat a lesson!" Drake said. Catching up and overtaking the car, he cut 
so sharply in front of it that it was forced to stop with one wheel on the grass verge. 

"I don't think this is a good..." Eddie began, but Drake leapt from the car. The other driver had 
climbed out of his vehicle and was staring insolently at Drake as he leant against the open door and drew 
on a cigarette. He was in his twenties, with long hair and a sleeveless black T-shirt with a faded white 
pentangle printed on it. In the passenger seat his girlfriend was sipping a can of cider, giggling tipsily as 
she watched Drake approach. 

"Think you're police or sumthing?" the driver drawled insolently as Drake stopped in front of him. 
"What'ya going to do now?" He flicked his cigarette at Drake, who stepped to the side to avoid its 
trajectory. As it struck the road with a shower of tiny sparks, Drake extinguished it with his boot. 

A further two men of approximately the same age as the driver were in the rear of the car and 
competing with each other as they provided non-stop, drunken banter. This was punctuated with coarse 
laughter, as if a pair of donkeys was braying at each other. Drake heard them saying, "It's the Five-0," 
and "Buzz off, fuzz." 

Then, as the driver made out that the vehicle parked in front was the latest model Aston Martin, he 
straightened up sharply, a resentful sneer spreading across his face. "You rich tosser!" he yelled. "Get 
back to the city where you scum belong." Still using his car door as a shield, he brandished his fist in 
Drake's face. 

In less than the blink of an eye, Drake had covered the space between him and the driver, and had 
seized the man's arm, twisting it so that he was spun around and pushed up against his car. The driver 
tried to fight back with the elbow of his free arm, but Drake slammed his head hard against the roof of the 
vehicle. It made a satisfying thud, and the driver's girlfriend stopped giggling with a yelp, then gave a 
piercing squeal as she dropped the can of cider in her lap. 

"Oi, mate! You can't do that!" the driver objected, still held in a lock by Drake. "That's assault and 
batteries!" 

He tried to use his free arm again, this time to punch out. Drake retaliated by slamming the man's 
head against the roof even harder than the first time. The other passengers were now completely silent 
and craning their necks to see. Drake put his mouth very close to the driver's ear and spoke in a 
threatening whisper. "Want some more?" 

"But what did I do?" the driver whined. 

"You know what you did, and from now on I'll be watching you. If you step out of line again, so help 
me, I'll kill you," Drake growled. The driver's already pale face turned even paler. "Now get out of here," 
Drake shouted, throwing the driver into his seat. He watched as the car crept off, moving at a very sober 
speed. 

Drake returned to the Aston Martin and slid behind the steering wheel, gripping it with such force one 
of his knuckles popped. As he stared straight ahead, he seemed to be transfixed by the scene through the 
windscreen. Illuminated by the headlamps, the branches of the trees were being whipped by the wind into 
a frenzied animation. 

As they sat side by side in the car, Eddie couldn't help but notice that Drake was shaking with fury. 

Eddie broke the silence by clearing his throat. 

Drake remained staring straight ahead, his voice strained as he spoke. "Come on — out with it, 
Eddie. Tell me I'm a bloody fool for doing that, and they might report it to the police. Aston Martin 


involved in road rage incident," he said, as if reciting the title of a newspaper article. 

Eddie shook his head. "No, I'm not concerned about that. I was going to say we've more in common 
than you'd like to admit. 

"And if I said I didn't want to know, would it stop you from telling me why?" Drake responded 
brusquely. 

Eddie went on regardless. "We're both driven by the same thing — we're both incredibly angry. And 
that anger is always there, eating away at us." 

"T've never seen you lose it," Drake interposed. 

"We control it in different ways. Or try to," Eddie said. "And the paradox is that as it destroys us, it 
also defines us — making us who we are." He paused for a moment while he found the right words. "It's 
as though we're perpetually on a knife edge, always on the move, always striving for something, but all 
the while that knife edge is cutting deeper into us." He took a breath. "You know about how I got to be 
this way, but you've told me next to nothing about yourself. What happened to make you like this?" 

"You did," Drake replied. "You Styx." 

A fox gave an almost human cry from somewhere in the undergrowth close to them, but Drake 
remained staring straight ahead through he windscreen. "A lifetime ago," he began, then swallowed. "I 
was an undergraduate at Imperial... there were three of us: Fiona, Luke and me, and we didn't mix much 
with the other students. We didn't have time for them, while they called us the Wunderkinder," he said, 
closing his eyes fora moment. "We lived together in the same digs, but we spent virtually all our time at 
the university — the faculty gave us free rein... anything we asked for... the run of the labs. They didn't 
interfere with our various research projects, as the university would eventually benefit from what we were 
doing." 

"In optoelectronics?" Eddie asked. 

"That was my field, yes. Luke was the mathematician and Fiona the software whiz kid, and we 
complemented each other perfectly. But out of the three of us, Fiona was the genius — she could 
generate code like no one else. And in the second year, she wrote a piece of software that assimilated 
news events, and employed unique algorithms to analyze them. Once the business community and the 
security services got wind of what she was up to, they all tried to headhunt her. The all wanted the 
program, at any cost. But she held out and kept working on the project. And once the program had 
absorbed sufficient data and hit critical mass, it worked better than she'd ever imagined. But she began to 
find something strange... something anomalous. It began to red-flag events that didn't quite seem to fit. 
Patterns of events that were inconsistent, even with random-walk theory." Drake slid his hands lower on 
the steering wheel. "And I expect you can guess why?" 

"It was us — the Styx." These red-flags were our interventions?" Eddie said. 

"You got it," Drake answered. "And in the final week before graduation, she said goodbye to Luke 
and me in the morning and — as she always did — pedaled off for the university lab. That was the last 
time we saw her — they never found her or her bicycle. And nobody could explain how all her work 
vanished along with her — her laptop, the back-up disks she kept in her room, and everything on the 
university network. Anything even vaguely related to the program simply disappeared, without trace." 
Drake swallowed. "Then my friend had a nervous breakdown." 

"You're talking about Lukey?" Eddie said. 

"Yes, he was one of those incredibly bright but highly strung young things — he went to pieces after 
Fiona disappeared. Dropped out of university and went back to live with his mother. He'd drunk himself 
to death within a year." Only now did Drake turn to face Eddie. "For all I know, you were on the snatch 
squad. You might have been one of the Limiters who took Fiona." 

Eddie shook his head slowly; as usual his expression didn't give any clue as to what he was thinking. 
"No, and I don't know what I can say. I can ask for forgiveness for the actions of my people, but that 
would be meaningless to you, wouldn't it?" 

"Completely," Drake muttered, turning the key in the ignition. Then he steered the car back around 
and onto its original course. 


The door to my room is shut and my dressing gown hangs on the back — it's dark blue and so thick it 
feels like I'm wearing a piece of carpet, but it's really warm. Mum bought it for me before Christmas 
because my old one was getting too small. Chester moved his head slightly. There, next to the door... the 
posters on my wall... yes, I can see them... all where they should be. I know them so well because 
sometimes when I can't sleep, I lie on my bed and just look at them. The forest scene with the pine trees is 
my favorite. Some of them are a bit crooked on the wall because I put them up when I was little — I've 
had most of them for as long as I can remember, and I've been thinking of getting some new ones. 
Chester turned his head a little more. And, yes, there's the Anglepoise light that Dad gave me — it's 
painted orange — his dad gave it to him, but it was black then and very chipped, so his Dad painted it 
orange when he was about my age. I can see where he put too much paint on the base and it ran a bit, 
but I don't care because it was my dad's and I like the way the springs make the light stay wherever you 
move it. Sometimes, when I half close my eyes, the shade looks like the Apollo space capsule — I watched 
a brilliant program about the Apollo moon landings on a Sky channel once. Chester put his head 
completely on its side, and smiled. Ah, yes, there are my books. All the different colors of the spines. I 
love my books and I never lend them to anyone in case they mess up the covers. I've read most of them 
more than once. I always want to get the whole series and I always always make sure I keep them in the 
right ord— 

"Food for you, my darlin'," Martha said in a sickly-sweet voice as she threw open the cupboard door. 
Chester was wrenched abruptly from his illusory world and back into the real one. To pass the long hours 
in the dark and escape from the horrible situation in which he was trapped, he was spending increasing 
amounts of time imagining he was back at his home in Highfield. He could conjure up the different parts 
of the house with such realism, remembering even the tiniest details. In addition to his room, he often 
walked around downstairs or in his sunny garden, where everything would be perfect and just as it should 
be. 

"Do you want some food or not?" Martha pressed him as he failed to answer. 

Still rather groggy, he mumbled a yes. She was silhouetted by a flickering light from behind her. 
Chester's first thought was that she must have found some candles, but there seemed to be far too much 
smoke for this to be the case — is was as if a bonfire was burning close by. He had to remind himself that 
they were in a smart cottage, as the shifting illumination and the clouds of smoke lent the place a 
primitive feel. Through the smoke he could also pick out the smell of burning meat. 

"Martha, please can I come out for a while? Can't you untie me, just while I eat?" he asked meekly. 
"My legs are really stiff. I promise I'll do everything you tell me to." 

She looked at him with a frozen grin on her lips, her deranged eye twitching in its socket. Chester 
held his breath as several seconds went by, then she snapped her head round to look behind her. "Not 
right this moment... cleaning... got some cleaning up to do," she mumbled, turning back to Chester. 

"Have your food," she ordered, her voice adopting a nasty tone. 

"Yes, yes, I'm very hungry, yes," Chester gabbled immediately, not wanting to provoke another one of 
her insane outbursts. And he wasn't about to refuse something to eat, even if she'd prepared it with her 
unsanitary methods. 

She propped up his head as she spooned it into his mouth. 

"Yum," he said, gulping down the almost raw meat. "Tastes great. Thank—" But he couldn't speak 
as she rammed another large chunk into his mouth. 

"There," she said, when he'd finished, and lowered his head to the floor. "Good boy." She simply 
chucked the plate and spoon on the floor beside her, wiped her hand on her skirt, and then grunted as she 
got to her feet. 

Chester was thinking rapidly. He had to do something. He had to try to make contact with someone 
outside. 

But how? 

Then he had an idea. 

"Martha," he began. 

The mad eye was fixed on him now, but he wasn't going to let this put him off. 


"Martha, please may I have my rucksack?" 

The mad eye narrowed a little as it regarded him with suspicion. 

"Why?" she hissed, her lips barely moving. Then she repeated the word, stridently this time. 

"Er... I'm so used to resting my head on it... and just lying on the floor like this is really 
uncomfortable," Chester explained. As she gave no response, he girded himself for what he was about to 
say next. "Mother... Mummy, please may I have it... please?" he begged. 

This had an immediate effect on the woman. 

"Why, yes, of course,” she said, her voice almost normal. "You stay right there, my lovely boy, and 
I'll go fetch it." She lumbered off, and Chester tried to worm his way out of the cupboard just enough to 
see what was outside. He was sure he could glimpse a real fire in the sitting room — it wasn't in the 
fireplace, but in the middle of the floor. And there were also dark smears all over the fawn-colored carpet 
in the hallway, as if something had been dragged along it. Mud? he asked himself. 

He heard her returning and quickly retreated back inside his prison. 

"Thank you so much, Mommy," he said. 

She slid his rucksack under his head, then stood up to look at him. 

"Anything for you, my wonderful son," she cooed, then slammed the cupboard door shut. 

He waited until all was quiet, then very slowly rolled onto his side and brought his hands above his 
head so he could delve inside the rucksack. It was difficult because his wrists were lashed together, but 
after a while he found what he'd hoped would still be there. 

"Got it!" he whispered, holding it in the meager light that was seeping under the door. It was a small 
plastic box about the size of a pack of cards with a length of wire attached to one end, which acted as an 
aerial. He put the box in his mouth to grip it while he felt for the microswitch. Finding it, he turned it on. 
Then he quickly returned the box to the rucksack, pushing it all the way down to the bottom and making 
sure his dirty clothes were on top of it. 

As he rolled onto his back and laid his head on his rucksack, he held his hands in front of him. 
"Please, God, I haven't asked you for much before, but I'm asking now. Please let someone notice my 
signal," he prayed in a tense whisper. Please!" 


x x x x x 


After they had passed through a village with a small combined shop and post office, Drake began to 
slow as he searched for somewhere to leave the car. He found a track leading into a wooded area, and 
came to a stop under the trees where the Aston Martin would be hidden from the road. 

"We'll go on foot from here," he said to Eddie, and then, in the silence of night, they sorted out the 
equipment they were going to take with them. Eddie opted for a pair of semi-automatic pistols, one 
silenced, as though he was expecting trouble. Drake had no idea why he considered this necessary, but 
didn't question him about it. 

Instead he put on his headset, making sure the band was positioned correctly over his right eye before 
activating the power unit in his belt. The scene through the lens flickered with orange snow, clearing 
within a second so that he had a view of the surroundings that wasn't far off daylight. 

As Drake hoisted his Bergen onto his shoulders and they set off through the damp grass, he was 
thinking about what they might find when they arrived in the subterranean harbor below the airfield. The 
last time he'd been there was to see Will and Dr. Burrows off as they'd left in the launch. It was a journey 
of many hundreds of kilometers down to the deep-level fallout shelter. And that was where Chester had 
been calling from when he left his message. Although the message was more than a fortnight old, it 
wasn't out of the question that the boy might still be hiding out somewhere close by in the airfield, or even 
waiting for him in the harbor itself. 

As he and Eddie continued to parallel-track the small country lane, they stole along the side of a field 
of barley. Through his headset, this appeared to Drake as though it was the rippling surface of a lake as 
the wind fanned it. But he hardly noticed this as he wondered who might have accompanied Chester in 
the launch. It was a two-person journey up the river — one to man the outboard engine, and the other to 
refuel it and act as pilot. Chester hadn't given any indication in the message, although he'd sounded pretty 


desperate. 

A faint drizzle began to fall as Drake and Eddie crossed a narrow road and mounted the opposite 
verge. 

"Norfolk," Drake chuckled. "Rain, always rain — it's always raining in this county." Although Eddie 
didn't make any sort of response, Drake sensed disapproval from the man that he'd spoken out loud. 

Within a short distance, they came to a gap in the perimeter fence of the airfield and squeezed through 
it, noting a Portakabin in the distance that was lit from within. Then they cut behind a group of 1960s 
houses arranged in a small close. Drake assumed these properties had originally been used by the enlisted 
men and their families. But now they were very much unoccupied, and in the process of being 
refurbished, judging from all the building materials lying around. 

As he and Eddie headed toward one of the larger buildings, Drake found that he was continually 
checking to make sure the other man was still there. Although the former Limiter claimed it was years 
since he'd been active in the field, he moved in total and absolute silence. It was as though Drake's sense 
of hearing was defective — he could see Eddie treading on an area of dry bracken or pushing his way 
through patches of undergrowth as he followed, but the man didn't make the slightest sound. It had been 
just the same with his daughter, Elliott. 

They penetrated a clump of brambles, and there Drake removed a few pieces of rotten timber over the 
hatch, revealing a concrete-lined shaft around two meters square. Lowering themselves into this, they 
used the rusting treads set into the side of the shaft to reach the bottom. Then they were wading through a 
room filled with lockers and flooded with filthy brown water, deep enough to come in over their boots. 

After Drake opened a door at the end of the room, they quickly passed down a corridor in which 
empty oil drums and some lengths of mildewed timber were floating. Then they were at the wall of 
breeze blocks that Will had broken through. 

Eddie drew out one of his handguns as he and Drake climbed through the jagged opening. They both 
dropped into low crouches, listening and checking the harbor either side of them. No one was in 
evidence. With a hand signal, Drake directed Eddie to search one end of the quay while he took the other. 

Drake came across the launch where it had been dragged from the water and, close to it, a military 
kitbag and two holdalls. He was working through the contents of one of these holdalls, finding cans of 
the aerosol he'd given Will to repel the monkey-spiders, some military food rations, and a bundle of 
flares, when he became aware of Eddie beside him. 

"All clear," the man said, then glanced over his shoulder at the rapidly flowing river in the darkness. 
"So this is the way down to Elliott?" 

Drake didn't answer the Limiter, instead raising the holdall so that he could see it. "Whoever's come 
up from the fallout shelter, they've left a lot of kit behind. But where's Chester?" Drake posed. 

"Somewhere he feels safe?" Eddie suggested. "You thought he might go to London, so perhaps he's 
on his way there?" 

"Maybe, but he'll know your mob will be waiting for him the moment he pops up. And he has no way 
of contacting me except for messages on the remote server." 

"Well, you know the boy," Eddie put in. 

"I do, but it also depends who's with him — if it's Will, then they might have chanced returning to 
Highfield together. Chester — by himself — would be far more cautious. No, I reckon he might have 
just dug himself in somewhere not too far from here." 

Eddie pointed one of his thin white fingers upwards. "So we should canvass the buildings," he 
suggested, "and keep an eye out for any tracks." 

Drake nodded, his expression one of concern. "But if he left here a week or two ago, then the weather 
will have removed all trace of them," he said. 
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"Ah, there you are. Come and see this," Dr. Burrows shouted. Will had just emerged from the shade 
of the trees, and was ambling over to where his father was working at a makeshift trestle table by the base 
of the pyramid. 

Glancing up from the skull in his hands, Dr. Burrows only looked at his son when he was almost at 
the table. "What happened to your hair?" he asked. "Someone try to scalp you?" 

"Elliott cut it for me," Will replied indignantly. He scratched his rather short hair and a few tufts 
came away in his hand. "Actually, it was rather painful because her knife isn't very sharp." He glanced 
back at the trees. "She's cutting hers now — must be something to do with this place or the sun or 
something, but her hair grows so much faster than mine. I swear it's as much as a centimeter a day. 
Maybe it's a Styx th—" 

"This is fascinating," Dr. Burrows interrupted, as if he hadn't been listening to a word his son had 
been saying. He put the skull in a space he'd cleared on the cluttered tabletop. Will saw that there were 
three skulls in total, lined up in a row. 

"Where did you get these?" Will asked. 

Dr. Burrows fanned his fingers so he could touch both the top of the skull he'd just been examining 
and the one next to it. "This pair was in a small compartment toward the top of the pyramid. I dislodge a 
cover stone with an inscription on it, with translates roughly as Origins. They were both inside." 

"In a small compartment?" Will said. "You didn't tell me. Where was I when you found them?" 

"You were off with your hairdressing pal," Dr. Burrows replied caustically. 

"Was I?" Will asked, frowning. He had a pretty good idea which day it must have been, but resented 
the fact that his father was trying to make him feel guilty. Will devoted nearly all his time to helping his 
father, and he felt he deserved a break every now and then. 

"Yes, she was showing you her hidey-hole or something. You remember — it was a memorable 
occasion she claimed that the trees were watching her," Dr. Burrows replied disinterestedly, then his 
whole demeanor transformed as he lowered his hand onto the third skull. It was sun-bleached and very 
white. "And this fellow is from the trio impaled on the stakes." 

"Dad! You shouldn't have moved it!" Will exclaimed. "They were there for a reason It doesn't feel 
right that you've messed around with them." 

"Don't you go getting all superstitious on me," Dr. Burrows retorted. Will could see his father's eyes 
were sparkling with excitement, and decided not to push the matter any further. It was obvious Dr. 
Burrows thought he was on to something, and Will knew he wasn't going to have to wait long to find out 
what it was. He was right. "There's no question that the skull from the stake is human. Homo sapiens, 
same as you and me," Dr. Burrows announced. "And so is this other one, from the pair in the 
compartment.” 

"It's a darker color," Will observed. 

"That's not important — focus on the smaller skull next to it, which the Ancients thought was 
significant enough to preserve in the pyramid. Tell me what you see," Dr. Burrows instructed Will, 
snatching up the skull and pushing it into his son's hands. 

"It's heavy. It's definitely a fossil," Will observed, gauging its weight. "And it looks different from a 
human sk—" 

"T'll say it does," Dr. Burrows cut in. "What about the overhanging brow, and the way the jaw 
protrudes much more than the others?" 

"It isn't human?" Will asked. 

"I only took a couple of courses in anthropology so I'm no expert. However, to my eye, it has features 
that are neither human, nor fully simian," Dr. Burrows gushed. 

"Simian?" Will said. "So it's not an ape or a monkey either?" 

"No, not in my opinion, because—" Dr. Burrows interrupted himself, waving his hands 
enthusiastically. "Remember back in Highfield when you were young — I told you all about the missing 
links and Leakey Man?" 


"Bedtime stories about Leakey Man," Will recalled, allowing himself a chuckle. "Yes, I remember... 
the skull that was dug up in a river in Africa." 

"Precisely! It was solid proof of one of man's distant ancestors. But while skulls from the Homo 
erectus stage and a number of other stages that came before it have been discovered, there's absolutely 
nothing to demonstrate the transitional steps from ape to man. Nothing at all. No fossil remains have 
been found yet for the so-called hominid gap, which was millions of years long. Don't you think that's 
odd?" 

"Yeah — very," Will answered. 

"Of course it is. There's always been this unexplained mystery as to why there's a gaping hole in the 
human evolutionary record." 

"And?" Will urged his father. 

Dr. Burrows snatched the small skull from his son and replaced it on the table. "This may sound a bit 
off the wall... but what if they've never been found on the surface because..." He now stuck his finger in 
the air, urging Will to finish his assertion. 

When Will didn't answer quickly enough, Dr. Burrows continued impatiently. "Because it all went on 
down here." 

"Ah," Will put in, but his father was in full flow now. 

"What if this inner world was the melting pot of human evolution, and possibly even the evolution of 
an ark-full of other animal species?" Dr. Burrows threw his arms open at the jungle around them. "I 
mean, all the plants and trees we can see before us are specially adapted to live without night — all the 
flora on the surface need darkness for photosynthesis and to trigger photoperiodic changes." 

"Photo — what?" Will asked. 

Dr. Burrows ignored his question, talking rapidly. "So my theory is the 24/7 sunlight in this closed 
ecosystem actually promotes accelerated evolution. And it also promoted our accelerated evolution." 

"You're saying apes evolved into humans here in this inner world, and then somehow got back to the 
surface," Will said. 

"Precisely!" Dr. Burrows exclaimed again. "Which is amazing... and the Ancients, the people who 
lived here, were clued-up enough to be interested in it, too. From what's written on their pyramid, they 
were close to figuring it out." He took a breath. "And what this also means is that I've probably just made 
the single most important discovery of the century." 

"Another one?" Will murmured under his breath, shaking his head at the old skulls. 


x x x xX x 


Drake glanced at his watch as he squatted by the launch on the quayside. "Sun up is around six 
hundred hours," he said. Although he could have used his headset to search the former airfield up above 
for any tracks Chester might have left there, he and Eddie had decided it would be better to wait until 
dawn. To pass the time, Drake was making an inventory of the rations in the holdalls. Buried under the 
packets, he found something that he took out very slowly. 

It resembled a rather crude gun. 

"Weapon?" Eddie asked, immediately interested. 

Drake shook his head. "No, it's a prototype low-frequency detector. It hasn't been properly trialed 
yet, but if we got the spec right, it should work as a tracking system — even over great distances 
underground." 

Eddie was intrigued. "Through the Earth's crust?" he said. 

Drake was examining the dial on top of the unit. "Yes, through rock — no matter how thick the 
strata." 

"Useful," Eddie said. 

"Yep, I gave Will a pair of these and a batch of radio beacons so he could find his..." Drake trailed off. 
He got to his feet and pressed the trigger on the device. 

As he pointed it downriver, there was a very faint clicking and the needle gauge on top of the device 
moved the smallest degree. "That must be the fallout shelter, unless he marked one of the way stations." 


Then as he happened to turn around to where the river emerged from the other end of the harbor, the 
detector emitted a much louder burst of clicking and the needle went wild. "That's funny," he said. He 
homed in on the signal, finding it led him toward the opening in the breeze blocks. "It's even stronger 
here," he noted, a thoughtful look in his eyes. "I wonder..." 


xX xX x xX x 


Rebecca Two and the Limiter General were being driven in a large black limousine, with military 
vehicles in front and behind, and a pair of motorcycle outriders leading the way. 

"What do they take me for?" Rebecca Two grumbled, as she looked down at the skirt of the pure 
white cotton dress she'd been given, decorated with cream ribbons. "At least you don't look like the 
sugarplum fairy," she muttered to the taciturn Limiter General beside her. She would have been far more 
comfortable in a version of the dark gray military uniform with which he'd been provided. 

They had glimpses of the ocean as the motorcade skirted the docks area, and then cut in toward the 
center of the metropolis. Through the tinted windows in the rear of the limousine, Rebecca Two gazed at 
the people on the streets and the different sights. As they passed a school, a crocodile of young children 
was leaving the gates, all of them wearing wide-brimmed hats to protect them from the sun. Rebecca 
Two was astounded at the scale of the city; endless terraces of houses flashed by, interspersed with 
boulevards of shops. These eventually gave way to buildings the size of hangars: imposing neoclassical 
structures constructed from granite or lighter chalk-like stone, with names on their façades such as Institut 
der Geologie and Zentrum fuer Medizinische Forschung. 

Then the motorcade dipped into an underpass and came up again in a tree-lined avenue. Rebecca Two 
saw that beyond these trees and directly ahead was some kind of immense plaza. Across this huge open 
space, many intersecting roads buzzed with heavy traffic. But her eyes were drawn to the figures of men 
standing on granite plinths. ‘Frederick the Great,’ she read on one of them. 

"And in the place of honor, Albert Speer," the Limiter General said. Rebecca Two craned her neck to 
see the large besuited figure with a set of plans spread open in its hands. It was the final statue in the row 
and, unlike the other figures, its head wasn't facing its counterpart on the opposite side of the road, but 
was instead staring at the giant arch the limousine was fast approaching. There were also armored 
vehicles stationed all around the plaza, and the Limiter General was particularly interested in a long rank 
of tanks, some painted neutral gray and others in a woodland camouflage. "Panzers?" he asked himself, 
under his breath. 

"Hey, I know this arch — I could see it from the mountains,” Rebecca Two said, realizing why it 
looked so familiar to her. 

The motorcade drew up by one of the two monolithic legs of the arch, and the doors of the limousine 
were opened for her and the Limiter General. The soldiers from the military escort quickly disembarked 
and encircled them in a protective cordon. The arch was built on a large island in the middle of the plaza, 
around which traffic was passing, and the soldiers arranged themselves so that the curious faces in these 
vehicles could see very little of the two Styx. 

As she stepped across the pavement, Rebecca Two recognized one of the soldiers in their escort — it 
was the young officer who'd been in command of the squad at the city gates. As the officer checked that 
his detail was positioned correctly, he appeared far more at ease than he had done on that first occasion. 

"We meet again," Rebecca Two announced. 

Giving her a fleeting smile, the officer nodded once in response. It was obvious that he wanted her to 
keep moving toward the arch, but she remained where she was. 

"I want to thank you for standing your men down," she said. "It could have very easily gone all Wild 
West, but you kept your cool and saved your men's lives. And, most importantly, you helped save my 
sister's life. That's something I will never forget." 

He nodded again, then indicated that she and the Limiter General should go toward the entrance in the 
nearest leg of the arch. As she peered all the way up to the top of the massive structure, she could see row 
upon row of dark-tinted windows in its many stories. She began to move toward it, then stopped. 

"What is this place?" she asked the officer. 


"Das Kanzleramt... I think in English you would call it the Chancellery," he replied. 

"Right," she said. 

Once Rebecca Two and the Limiter General had entered through a set of rotating doors made of glass 
and solid brass, they were ushered along a marble hall to a lift. Their military escort remained behind as 
the two Styx ascended some thirty floors by themselves. They were met at the top by a woman in a dark 
suit. Rebecca Two wrinkled her nose at the woman's overpowering perfume. Although she was young, 
her make-up was heavily applied, and her platinum blonde hair was so rigid it could have been varnished. 

"Welcome," the woman announced in a friendly voice, then wheeled toward Rebecca Two. "And 
don't you look so pretty in that lovely dress?" she simpered. The manner of the woman was such that she 
could have been complimenting the daughter of some visiting dignitary. But she certainly didn't get the 
response she was expecting. 

"It's gross," Rebecca Two snarled, shifting her shoulders uncomfortably under the light cotton. "First 
chance I get, I'm going to rip it to shreds and burn it." 

"Oh!" the woman exclaimed, her eyes widening. "Th—... This way if you please," she stuttered, and 
led them through another hallway, walking a little too quickly as her high heels clicked on the polished 
stone floor. She studiously avoided looking at Rebecca Two as she knocked on a pair of large wooden 
doors, then pushed them open. 

"Do come in," a voice called. 

With the Limiter General several paces behind her, Rebecca Two walked into the room. Her gaze fell 
on a long table of highly lacquered dark wood, around which were numerous chairs. The centerpiece of 
the table was a large, fierce-looking eagle emerging from a shattered bronze globe, which on closer 
inspection, Rebecca Two saw was meant to represent the world. 

"Hello." A man had risen from the far end of the table and now approached them. As Rebecca Two 
tried to avoid staring at his rather small moustache, she couldn't tell his age but estimated him to be in his 
late fifties. He was corpulent, and breathed heavily as he walked. His black hair was slicked back, and he 
wore a beige-colored uniform with epaulettes striped with gold braid. 

"I'm Herr Friedrich, Chancellor of New Germania," he introduced himself. His voice was warm, and 
but for a slight accent, he spoke impeccable English. Extending a soft palm, he shook hands with 
Rebecca Two and the Limiter General, then gestured toward the end of the table where he'd been sitting. 
But Rebecca Two slowed as she came to a long window. From their elevated position, the view over the 
metropolis was breathtaking, and she and the Limiter General stopped to take it in. 

"Quite something, isn't it?" the Chancellor said proudly. He pointed to a black-and-white photograph 
mounted on the wall beside the window. "When we arrived in this new world a little over sixty years ago, 
that's all there was — a strip of land between the sea and the mountains, with only trees and a few ruins 
on it." The photograph showed an area of the jungle in the process of being cleared — work gangs of 
men stripped to the waist were wielding axes and moving felled trees, while around them any fires were 
burning. Rebecca spotted tents in the background, beside which were some of the unusual helicopters. 

"Sixty years," Rebecca Two repeated, as she returned her gaze to the metropolis through the window. 

"It all began in the thirties when Himmler sent expeditions to the far corners of the world, to Tibet and 
both Poles. He was in search of ancient knowledge that would assist the Nazi Party in its pursuit of 
power. Amongst other things, Himmler was a believer in the Hollow Earth theory. The fact we are 
standing here in a city with a population of nearly five hundred thousand is because Hitler wanted to 
ensure that the Third Reich endured the thousand years he promised our nation. New Germania was to be 
his refuge, his last outpost, in case he lost the war." 

"But he never made it down here," Rebecca Two said. "He died in his bunker." 

The Chancellor was about to answer when a servant appeared from a small door in the corner of the 
room, and instead he grinned and clapped his hands together. "I thought we should take some luncheon. 
As our meeting is such an auspicious event we're having Plesiosaurus," he said, as he began toward the 
table, where three places had been laid. 

"Plesiosaurus?" Rebecca Two asked with a frown. She realized as soon as she'd said the word why it 
was so familiar to her — Will and Dr. Burrows would babble on interminably about fossil remains they 
dreamed of finding on their trips together. The plesiosaurus and ichthyosaurus were two of them. "It's an 


extinct dinosaur, like a huge lizard with a long neck?" 

"Very impressive and absolutely correct," the Chancellor praised her, "except for one thing. The 
creature is not extinct in our oceans, and the choicest cuts come from the rump. My chef is the finest in 
the city — he lightly sears each steak and serves it on a bed of mango rice." The Chancellor licked his 
shiny lips. "You're in for a rare treat, I promise you." 

They took their places, and the servant filled their glasses with chilled water from a silver jug. "One 
quickly learns that in order to adapt to this world and its high temperatures, one has to drink enough 
fluids, and eat well,' the Chancellor announced, helping himself to a bread roll and breaking it open on his 
side plate. "We are not used to entertaining visitors from the outer crust, but I trust you have been well 
looked after? I hope everything has been to your satisfaction?" he inquired. He'd evidently been briefed 
that this young girl was in charge, but perhaps didn't quite believe it, making sure he also addressed his 
questions to the Limiter General. 

"Very satisfactory, thank you," Rebecca Two answered politely. "I have to say all the showers your 
medical officers insist that I take and the endless doses of iodine I've been gulping down do get a little 
tedious after a while." 

The Chancellor nodded in sympathy. "Quite so. It is unfortunate that you reached our city through the 
uranium mines, but I'm informed your exposure to the radiation wasn't excessive. I'm afraid the showers 
and the iodine are precautionary measures, but very necessary. As I'm sure you've been told, we limit our 
time in those mountains and certain areas of the jungle due to the high radiation counts there." 

Rebecca Two nodded. 

"And your sister? She is recovering well?" the Chancellor asked. 

"Your doctors have done wonders," Rebecca Two replied. "She'd lost so much blood, it was touch 
and go at first whether she was going to make it through. But she did, and she's well on the mend now, 
and I'm very grateful to you for that. And she's also over the moon that a dentist was sent to fix her 
broken teeth." 

The Chancellor waved his hand dismissively. "Such assistance is only to be expected between old 
allies like us," he said. He glanced at a file on a bureau behind the Limiter General. "So... 
Mephistopheles. I've been reading files on you — they're stored photographically so they took a while to 
locate, but I'm up to speed now. And I apologize for not meeting with you before now, but I have been 
directly in touch with my staff all the time you've been our guests." 

"Guests?" Rebecca Two responded sharply just as the Chancellor was taking a mouthful of water. 

There was a moment as the man swallowed loudly — he was unused to being spoken to like this. He 
put his glass down on the table with great precision, then leant back in his chair, waiting for Rebecca Two 
to continue. 

"Guests, or prisoners? We've been confined to a compound, where we've been kept under armed 
guard. Other than this visit to you now, you haven't allowed us to go anywhere," Rebecca Two leveled at 
him. 

The Chancellor knitted his fingers together. "The protection has been for your own good. We do not 
want to alarm the civilians in the city who are unused to the presence of outsiders. You are free to leave 
the city whenever you wish — but whilst within its walls we must insist that you remain under our 
supervision." 

"So you'd let us do that? You'd allow us to go? Aren't you afraid we might reveal your existence to 
the outside world when we return there?" Rebecca Two said. 

"I don't believe you would," the Chancellor replied without hesitation. "It seems to me that the Styx 
value their privacy every bit as much as we do. In any case, the fissure in Antarctica through which we 
entered has been sealed with explosives by our engineers. While we don't know which route you used to 
enter our world, we could find it if we were so minded, and seal it too." 

"There's no need for that," Rebecca Two confirmed. "Your secret is safe with us." Without pausing 
to take breath she continued, "But I need some help from you." 

"That depends—" the Chancellor began. 

"No, it doesn't depend on anything,” Rebecca Two interrupted. "Prior to the invasion of Poland, we 
struck a deal with the German High Command. We furnished you with intel which was invaluable in 


achieving a number of military objectives throughout your European campaign. That intel didn't come 
cheap — Styx lives were lost obtaining it. And the deal was — how can I put it — a two-way street. We 
delivered on our side, and in return we were promised a place at the top table if you won the war. 
Although you didn't, I'm calling in that debt right now." 

The Chancellor tried to read her dark eyes as he spoke. "You must forgive me, but this was all long 
before my time and, besides, none of the High Command made it to this world," he countered. 

The servant chose that moment to enter with a trolley of food, but the Chancellor waved him out of 
the room. 

Rebecca Two was staring coldly at the Chancellor. "Don't try to wheedle out of the deal. I'm not 
asking for much. I'm asking you to assist us in the search for something we want to recover... something 
that has been stolen from us. You owe the Styx. And when we collect on our favors, we do not expect to 
be disappointed. I'm not going to stoop to making threats, but you really don't want to cross us." 

The Chancellor's eyebrows had hiked up a little while Rebecca Two had been speaking, and now 
remained there. 

"The generals with whom you struck your deal are, I fear, long gone," the Chancellor said. "They 
were killed at the end of the war or faced the Nuremburg trials. But while we carry on Prussian military 
tradition for maintenance of order in New Germania, we are a very different beast. We do not persecute 
those races we persecuted before. We are not warmongers. We are not Nazis." 

Rebecca Two nodded at the bronze eagle emerging from the ruptured globe in the center of the table. 
"So what's that then? Window dressing? You found a nice, cushy place to hide away when your country 
was defeated, and you've gone soft?" she said scornfully. 

There was silence in the room, which lasted for several seconds. 

"yes, if you want to look at it like that," the Chancellor conceded. "We heard what happened to the 
mother country in the aftermath of the war, and we have no interest in what's going on back in the outer 
world. In the first months of this outpost, the Nazi party members who accompanied the helicopter 
convoys from Antarctica were — how do you say? — lost en route. The SS officers and all the technical 
people who were airlifted down here with their families wanted to forget the past and build new lives for 
themselves. Many had been at Stalingrad and on the Eastern Front, and after five years of pointless 
slaughter, they'd had their fill of death and destruction." 

"The lion that stopped roaring..." Rebecca Two smiled sourly. "So that's it — you just ducked out and 
left your nation to it? You're weak and pathetic. You might as well call yourself New Geraniums." She 
flicked her head insolently. 

The Chancellor adjusted his position in his chair as if he had no idea how to respond to this. 

"Well, we as a people, haven't given up. And if you don't honor your obligations to us, there will be 
serious consequences," Rebecca Two continued. 

The Limiter General spoke, his tone casual, almost conversational. "Comply with our request, or 
several thousand Limiters — just like me — will be sent down here to kill every single man, woman and 
child in this city." 

The Chancellor's eyebrows were now so high up his forehead they looked as though they would never 
come down again. 

Rebecca formed a tight fist and lowered it slowly to the table, then she took a breath and fastened her 
jet-black pupils on the Chancellor. "So you will provide us with men drawn from your very best 
regiment, and some transport. And once we have what we've come for, we will leave you in peace. Got 
that?" 

There was a pause, then the Chancellor nodded. 

The Styx girl and the Limiter General rose from the table at precisely the same moment. 

"You're leaving? What about our luncheon?" the Chancellor asked quietly. 

"We're going back to the compound. I eat with my men,” Rebecca Two said. She glanced at the 
trolley the servant had abandoned and smirked. "But don't let us keep you from you lizard arse." 
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"Want me to shift some of that stuff over to the hideaway?" Elliott offered, as she tied up the Bergen 
ready to take with her. "It might be safer there." 

In the base she'd build up in the tree, she was watching as Will rather aimlessly checked through his 
belongings. There was no real reason for him to be there — he just wanted to be with Elliott. 

She stood up and came over to him as he failed to answer. "You should keep a couple of weapons 
and some rounds here, but the rest is just cluttering up the place," she said. 

"Yes, sure, okay," he replied. He began to pick out a few items, then stopped to look up at her. "I 
didn't mention anything about the tunnel to Dad, you know," he told her. 

"No?" she asked. 

While Dr. Burrows hadn't shown any interest in the hideaway, Will knew that the tunnel behind the 
waterfall would be something he'd insist on seeing. As evidenced by the carving at its entrance, the 
Ancients had built it, and no doubt he'd want to explore it thoroughly. 

"You should tell him," she said, as she knelt down beside Will and selected a few items to take with 
her, as if he was incapable of doing it himself. "If it runs all the way back to the Martha's level — which 
it very well might — then it's the way home for you. And that's important." 

Will nodded. "Yeah, but, like you, I don't want to leave here. One day soon, Dad's going to go back 
and tell everyone about his discoveries. He wants to be recognized. He talks about it all the time." Will's 
inner conflict was evident as he furrowed his brow. "And he'll make me go with him, because he'll need 
help carrying all the skulls, stones and other artifacts, to support his claims." 

"Maybe he'll want you to go with him so he can keep an eye on you, and make sure you're okay," 
Elliott suggested. 

Will was quick to answer this. "No, you that's not the way it is with him." He rubbed his face and 
sighed. "Some ideas are too big and important to let people get in the way," he said, quoting what his 
father had declared just before he'd thrown himself down Smoking Jean, a leap of faith which had 
ultimately led them all to this secret world. Will looked pointedly at the girl beside him. "No question his 
work comes first. Before me, even." 

Elliott nodded. 

Will pretended to examine a broken fingernail. "And I'm not leaving you here... not by yourself," he 
said, his voice quavering. 

"We'll see," Elliott replied noncommittally. Gathering some of Will's belongings in her arms, she rose 
to her feet. "Look on the bright side — maybe something will kill us before we have to make any 
decisions," she said, returning to her Bergen. 

Will was in turmoil. He'd tried not to let Elliott know how he felt about her in the only way he knew 
how, without embarrassing either of them, but she hadn't responded how he'd hoped she would. In fact, 
Will felt that her response amounted to a rejection. 

Maybe it boiled down to something very simple — maybe she didn't like him that much. Perhaps he 
wasn't special enough in her eyes. She could see him for what he was — it wasn't as if there was much 
mystery to him, because they both lived in such close proximity to each other. And it wasn't as if there 
was much he could do to impress her — she was the one equipped with all the incredible skills that 
enabled her to thrive in this environment. There was nothing he could do to impress her that she couldn't 
do ten times better. 

They had been thrown together in this unreal situation due to extraordinary circumstances, and maybe 
that was as far as it went. Given the opportunity, perhaps she'd rather be with someone else. "Chester," 
Will sighed under his breath. 

And even if that wasn't the case, Will couldn't help but think that Dr. Burrows might be spoiling 
everything for him with his selfish and single-minded pursuit of knowledge. Will turned his head in the 
direction of the pyramid. Through the leaf cover he could just see his father scuttling along one of the 
tiers, his scrawny limbs carrying him like some errant spider as he continued on his exhaustive study of 
the carved inscriptions. A spider weaving a web in which, whether Will liked it or not, he was ensnared. 


As the first knell of the bell filled the South Cavern with its low, forlorn sound, Mrs. Burrows began 
to emerge from the dark corner of her mind in which she spent her days. But although she was returning 
to her body, much as a hand slips into a glove, she didn't move a single muscle. Instead she listened to the 
commotion in the hallway where Eliza and her mother were putting their hats and coats on, and fussing 
over each other. 

"She's all right," Eliza reported brusquely to her mother as she poked her head around the door to 
check on Mrs. Burrows. Then the two of them bustled from the house, clucking at each other like a pair 
of old hens. 

It was the appointed hour for vespers — the religious service which took place without fail each and 
every evening all over the Colony — and it wasn't done to be late. That particular night the Second 
Officer was still at work in the Quarter and so wouldn't be accompanying his mother and sister, instead 
going to a service at a church closer to the police station. That was if he didn't have some poor wretch in 
the Hold to watch over. 

As the bell sounded for the seventh and final time, someone with heavy feet ran down the pavement 
outside, then there was complete silence. Except for the infirm and those who were too ill to be moved, it 
was obligatory for anyone without official duties to attend vespers. These services provided the people of 
the Colony with religious instruction from the Book of Catastrophes, and also gave the Styx a perfect 
opportunity to monitor the congregation. It was said the pairs of Styx stationed at the entrances to all the 
churches knew exactly who should be present, and kept a particular watch on anyone they considered to 
be a potential troublemaker. 

When the Second Officer had first brought Mrs. Burrows home, Eliza insisted on doing her duty and 
wheeling her along to a service in the bath chair. But as Eliza had approached the church, a small crowd 
of resentful Colonists had been milling around the pavement, doing their damnedest to obstruct her way, 
ignoring the grumbles of ‘Foul Topsoiler’ and ‘Heathen’, Eliza had given up trying to circumvent the 
human slalom, and moved from the pavement into the road. But when, finally, she reached the entrance, 
a hastily-formed cordon of Colonists steadfastly refused to let her enter. Looking the other way, the pair 
of Styx either side of the church doors had done nothing to help. 

Although Mrs. Burrows' brain was still badly scrambled by the Dark Light, she'd been sensitive to the 
waves of pure hatred emanating from the angry mob. Feeling as though her head was about to explode, 
she suddenly developed a nosebleed. Not just any nosebleed — there was so much blood spilling down 
her face and front it was as if an artery had been nicked. 

As Eliza tried to stem the flow, the delighted mob had chanted “Bleed, Topsoiler, bleed!’ and ‘Bleed 
the pig, bleed the pig!’ Abandoning all hopes of attending the service, Eliza had finally pushed Mrs. 
Burrows right back home again, the cheers of the crowds echoing down the street after her. 

Following that incident, Mrs. Burrows was relieved that Eliza left her unattended in the empty house. 
And in the days since then, Mrs. Burrows' sensitivity to the emotions of those around her had become 
even more acute, and she really wasn't sure if she'd be able to stand the herd-like fury of all those ranting 
Colonists again — however small — the game would be up. She'd be back in the Hold in a flash, and in 
all likelihood the Styx would subject her to further rounds of interrogation with the Dark Light. 

So now, in the empty house, where there was no one around to observe her, Mrs. Burrows flicked her 
eyes open and sat up. She flung off the towel which had been draped across her chest to catch any trickles 
of saliva, and rose to her feet. "That's better," she said, stretching her arms wide in her voluminous dress, 
and yawning as if she had woken from a deep slumber. 

She sank to the floor and did a quick yoga routine to loosen up her stiff limbs, then sprang to her feet 
again. 

"Colly," she called gently. "Where are you?" 

The Hunter scampered in, and Mrs. Burrows stroked the smooth black skin of her head. "Good girl," 
she said, then went into the hall, the cat by her side. 

Despite the fact that Mrs. Burrows' sight was still severely impaired, she no longer relied on Colly to 


act as her guide. During the night hours when the rest of the house was asleep, she'd been honing and 
experimenting with her peculiar extra sense, testing its increasing limits. And with each new day it 
definitely seemed to be growing more powerful. 

Mrs. Burrows could see, but in a different way from other people. 

She stepped to the front door and opened it to the deserted street. Then she unleashed her ability. It 
was as if she was sending out invisible tendrils, and those tendrils could bring information back to her, as 
surely as if she was seeing or touching anything they encountered. They went in all directions, to the 
houses opposite, to the ends of the street and beyond, always probing and sensing. There were no people 
close by — she could divine that — and it was only when she stretched a tendril way out that she came 
across the packed hall where vespers was underway. From the massed group of people inside came 
mixed emotions — ennui, fatigue and the frisson of fear — the Styx preacher must be giving his usual fire 
and brimstone sermon. But as she quickly recalled this tendril, it picked up something. 

"No!" she exclaimed, stepping fully outside the house and moving swiftly down the garden path, her 
nose in the air. She couldn't help herself, drawn to the scent she'd discovered, like a moth to a flame. 
Colly meowed plaintively, as if she thought Mrs. Burrows was mistaken to leave the house. 

"It's okay," Mrs. Burrows assured the cat. "Look — there's nobody around." 

Arriving at the end of the street, Mrs. Burrows turned the corner, then passed down several more 
roads until she spotted the place she'd sensed. It was a house in the middle of a terrace. Sniffing to make 
sure it was the right one, she went up to the front door and pushed on it. It was locked, so she tried the 
windows on either side of the door, finding she could push one of the casements up. 

Straddling the sill, she entered. She found she was in a sitting room where the remnants of a fire 
burnt in the hearth, and plates with half-eaten food had been left on the dining table. She ignored all this, 
raising her head to sample the air again. She went directly to the rear of the house. There, propped 
against the back door, was the object that had brought her here. 

"Will," she said, reaching out to touch her son's beloved spade. She couldn't comprehend how it had 
come to be there, but she had to have it. She snatched it up, running a hand over the stainless steel blade 
and remembering how much care Will had taken of it. At the end of each day after his digs in Highfield, 
he would never fail to clean and polish it before going to sleep. 

But it wasn't the feel of the blade and the wooden shaft that he brought her here. Even after all these 
months in the Colony, the scent that still lingered on the spade conjured up a vivid picture of her son in 
her mind's eye. She smiled, but her smile was short-lived. As her brain had gradually healed and rewired 
itself, she realized she'd detached herself from the very reason why she'd ended up in the Colony in the 
first place. She'd been trying to help Will in his struggle against the Styx, and at this very moment she 
had no idea where he was, or even if he was still alive. The last time she'd seen him was at the Little Chef 
on the was to Norfolk, and she wondered how he'd fared deep in the bowels of the Earth on the quest that 
Drake had set him. 

"I can't stay here much longer. I've got to leave the Colony," she mumbled to the cat, who had 
followed her in and was watching her intently. "But we've got to leave this house right now!" she said 
urgently, as one of her olfactory tendrils alerted her to a burst of activity from the church several streets 
away. Mrs. Burrows tore back to the window and scrambled out into the street, dropping the spade in the 
process. "Damn!" she swore as she retrieved it, then began to run. 

"Keep up, Colly!" she hissed. She could sense the presence of people all around as they began to 
filter into the streets again. She wasn't far from the Second Officer's house when she realized that 
someone was approaching too rapidly from the opposite direction and would head her off. She sensed a 
pair of Colonists. She couldn't allow herself to be seen. Pulling the Hunter with her, she sheltered in an 
alleyway between two houses. Although her lack of sight didn't allow her to know for certain, she just 
hoped that she was out of the illumination shed by the orb street lights. The approaching Colonists were 
merely two young children — a boy and a girl — and they ran straight past, laughing and shouting. 

As soon as they had gone, Mrs. Burrows emerged from the alleyway and sprinted down the pavement 
to the house. Once inside, she his the spade behind the sideboard in the room where she slept. Colly was 
prancing around, overexcited at the mad rush they'd made together. "Quiet down now," Mrs. Burrows 
ordered the cat. "Go to your basket." The Hunter obediently slipped out of the room, and Mrs. Burrows 


had taken her place in her bath chair when she heard the front door open. She remembered the towel that 
had been spread on her chest. Oh no! she thought. You idiot! Reaching over to retrieve it from the floor, 
she laid the towel on her chest and slumped back into the chair just in time for Eliza and her mother as 
they entered the room. 

Dressed in their hats and coats, they regarded Mrs. Burrows for several seconds, the disapproval 
radiating from both of them. 

"Still ‘ere, then, you bloomin’ deadweight?" the old woman said eventually, her voice dripping with 
resentment. 

"Of course she is. She's never going anywhere," Eliza said, then hesitated. "But she doesn't look too 
clever, does she? Bit flushed, I'd say. Maybe she's coming down with a fever?" she added hopefully, 
going over to Mrs. Burrows and feeling her forehead. 

Mrs. Burrows immediately reduced her breathing and lowered her body temperature — she couldn't 
let them see that she was out of breath or hot from her recent exertions. 

"No, she hasn't got a temperature,” Eliza decided, her disappointment evident. 

The old woman lowered her voice. "Perhaps we need to give ‘er a little nudge to ‘elp ‘er on her way,' 
she suggested. "She's never going to be right again, so it'd be like snuffin’ out a smoulderin’ wick on a 
tallow." 

"We can't go on like this," Eliza agreed. 

"No, we can't, and desperite times call for desperite measures," the old woman whispered, whipping 
off her hat. "We could stop feedin’ ‘er or somethin’? Or lace ‘er food with slug poison?" 

There was no response from Eliza as she continued to stand in front of Mrs. Burrows, but her lack of 
response spoke volumes. 

We'll see about that, Mrs. Burrows thought to herself as she crept back into the dark recess of her 
brain, still cherishing the image of Will that the spade had conjured up. Just you try anything, you old 
witches! 
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Eddie was at the wheel as the powered through the Norfolk countryside. With the detector in his hand 
Drake was tracking the signal from the radio beacon, at the same time consulting the car's Sat Nav unit to 
find the most direct route. 

"Hang a left," he instructed Eddie, then as he scrolled through the roads on the Sat Nav, he added, 
"No, scrub that — keep going and take the second left." He glanced up at the road ahead and caught sight 
of asign. "Walsingham," he read. At this rate, we're going to end up on the coast." 

Within ten minutes, the signal was so strong that the clicking from the detector was almost 
continuous. Drake muted the sound. "Right, this is close enough. Let's dump the car and recce the area 
on foot." 

Eddie found a place to park and they climbed out. After taking what they needed from the boot, 
Drake spent a moment to get a fix on the direction of the signal before putting his headset on and firing it 
up. Then they crossed the road to a field of rapeseed, keeping to a footpath at the edge as they marched at 
a brisk pace. 

Through the lens of the headset the rapeseed appeared to Drake as a sea of white gold, churning with 
slow breakers as the wind stroked it. Edie came alongside him, moving soundlessly in long, easy strides. 
In his Limiter fatigues and with his Styx rifle in his hands, there was something timeless about the dark 
form of the soldier set against the backdrop of the golden sea. Like a heroic warrior from an epic tale. 
Always to be best, and to be distinguished above the rest, Drake thought to himself, recalling the line from 
Homer. 

It occurred to Drake just how grateful he was for the Styx's company. He'd spent so much of his life 
isolated and alone in the seemingly impossible battle against his foe, and now at last he had an ally, and 
dare he even think it, a friend. This kinship with someone who'd been in the opposing camp was still 
strange to him, but Drake conceded that Eddie had been right about what he'd said in the car. The two of 
them were alike in so many ways. 

Within another kilometer a small hillock came into view as they neared a hedge at the far end of a 
grassy meadow. Eddie held up his fist to tell Drake to stop. The both squatted down. 

As he surveyed the hedge through his lens, trying to discern the reason for Eddie's concern, Drake saw 
that the Styx was more interested n the ground just in front of him. Drake took out his handgun and 
watched as Eddie picked away some fallen branches and tufts of dried grass. Drake couldn't understand 
what he was doing. Then he saw why. Eddie had cleared enough of the branches and grass to reveal that 
they were masking a panel of criss-crossed sticks, under which was a slit trench. Drake could see that in 
the bottom of the deep trench a row of stakes had been stuck in the newly dug earth. Stakes with 
sharpened tips. 

He met Eddie's eyes. It was a trap pit — hardly what one would expect in rural Norfolk. Although 
they didn't speak, the question that occurred to both of them was whether the trap had been laid for an 
animal — and a relatively large one at that — or for a human being. Its size and position certainly 
suggested the latter. 

Eddie gave the sign and they went around the trench, checking and double-checking every inch of the 
ground on the way to the hedge. Drake found a point in the hedge where the growth was less dense, and 
began to probe it with his hand. He came across a length of twine stretched tight at about shoulder height, 
and was careful not to disturb it. It might have been completely harmless, but he wasn't about to take the 
risk. 

Keeping close to the hedge, they moved to their left, spotting the roof of a shed on the other side. AS 
the hedge turned a right angle, the small hillock lay directly ahead of them. Eddie pointed at his rifle and 
then to the top of the hillock — Drake understood he was going to get himself to a high viewpoint where 
he could use his night scope. 

Meanwhile Drake continued along the hedge, finding another place where he could ease himself 
through it. He emerged onto a flower bed and remained there for a moment, keeping low as he surveyed 
the garden. It all looked innocent enough — an arbor, some chairs and a bench, and a bird table — 


nothing out of the ordinary, and all rather twee. A city dwellers’ idea of a country garden. 

But whoever had dug that trap had wanted to discourage visitors, and didn't mind killing them in the 
bargain. It was unlikely to be the Styx — the trap was far too crude for them. Drake's mind raced with 
the alternatives. It suggested renegades to him, but that was only a wild guess. He was beginning to 
wonder if he'd even find Chester at the end of this trail — for all Drake knew someone might have helped 
themselves to one of the radio beacons and planted it here. 

He edged forward, smelling something unpleasant. It grew stronger as he came closer to the garden 
shed. As he reached it, he waited for a moment, listening and making sure there wasn't any movement in 
the garden, then stuck a finger behind the door and gently pulled it open. 

Angry flies buzzed at his intrusion and the stench was indescribable. 

He gasped in horror. 

He counted four bodies on the floor of the shed, in a state of semi-undress. A woman and three men, 
and from the dark blue trousers and light blue shirt, the uppermost and most recent of the corpses could 
have been a postman. It was one thing to see soldiers who had been recently killed in a combat situation 
— that was something he'd learnt to deal with — but these were civilians, and badly decomposed ones at 
that. 

Then he noticed something else. 

"Oh, Jesus," he croaked. 

He brought his hand up to his mouth and tried not to make any noise as he gagged. 

It wasn't just the reek of decay in the shed and the spectacle of the slaughtered. 

Pieces of the bodies were missing, flesh carved from the bones. 

He quickly backed away, pulling the door as he left, then headed for the avenue of trees just beyond 
the garden furniture. He might have been moving a little too hastily, but he couldn't take any more of that 
smell. 

So now there was no question that he was dealing with someone completely beyond the pale, 
someone savage. At least Chester hadn't been one of those bodies, but who knew what sort of situation he 
was caught up in? If he was still alive, Drake had to get him out fast. 

Drake controlled his breathing as he drew on all his senses. He could see the cottage clearly through 
his lens, but he didn't go down the avenue of trees — both it and the small garden gate at the end were an 
obvious location for an ambush or a booby trap. 

Instead he moved across the lawn to his left, heading toward the side of the cottage. Once there, he 
stayed off the path, treading carefully in the soft earth of the border, and then climbed over a low picket 
fence. In the drive at the front of the cottage a car was parked carelessly, as if it had been left there in a 
hurry. And two suitcases lay on the ground under the rear of the vehicle. One of these had been opened 
and a few articles of clothes had spilled out. Drake didn't venture any closer — he didn't want the sound 
of his boots on the gravel to give him away. 

Keeping low as he went, he stole over to the front of the cottage and squatted under a window, rising 
slowly so he could peer over the sill. There was the glow of a fire inside the room, but he couldn't see 
anyone moving around. Drake wished that he and Eddie were hooked up with communications units. He 
was torn between entering the house there and then, or going to fetch Eddie who was probably still up on 
the hillock and watching the area with his light-gathering scope. Although Drake was desperately 
concerned about Chester and his first impulse was to storm the cottage, he knew the right thing would be 
to involve Eddie. If there was to be an assault on the building, then better that they entered the front and 
back simultaneously to confuse the occupant or occupants. So he retraced his steps down the side of the 
cottage, heading toward the gap in the hedge. 

He'd almost reached it when he caught a fleeting glimpse of something — it was a person, and a 
woman at that. She had wild, frizzy hair and her fleshy face glistened with sweat. And there was a 
weapon in her hands. 

He heard a swish. 

He had no time to react as a projectile struck the lens over his eye. It was enough to knock him back 
and he let himself go with it, rolling as he hit the ground and coming up a few meters away. He was 
poised with his handgun, but the view through the lens of his headset flared an intense orange, then 


flickered out. Pieces of shattered glass dropped down his face. Whatever the projectile had been, it had 
struck him with enough force to smash the lens. 

And without his night vision, he had no hope of seeing the woman in the murky shadows. 

In the bushes to his left he heard a click. 

A crossbow? 

Had he been hit with a bolt? He remembered what Will had told him about the former renegade who 
had taken Elliott and the boys under her wing. He was sure Will had said that she used a crossbow. 

"Martha?" he called out. 

A loud crack issued from the hill and he heard a woman's guttural voice as she swore. Then there was 
another crack as Eddie fired again, the report of the rifle shot echoing all around. 

Drake ducked down behind a bush and remained hidden for what seemed like an eternity, listening for 
any movement. Then he made a break for the cottage. He was running blind in the darkness and he 
wanted something solid behind him, to protect himself from an attack from the rear. As he reached the 
building, he flattened himself against it, still listening to every sound and watching. That was when he 
heard the panicked shrieks coming from inside. He found the back door to the cottage and tried the 
handle, but it was locked. 

He heard more cries. 

"Chester!" Drake said, recognizing who it was. 

He kicked the door open and found the boy lying in the hallway. 

"STYX! HELP!" Chester was yelling as, still tied up, he bucked and squirmed on the carpet, like a 
maggot on a hotplate. He'd seen Eddie slip in through the front door. 

"Tell him I'm a friend," Eddie said. 

"Chester, it's okay. He's on our side. And thank God you're all right," Drake shouted. 

Chester's startled eyes found Drake, then filled with tears of gratitude as he began to weep. 

"You're safe now," Drake said, slicing through the boy's bonds with his knife. 

Chester wouldn't let go of Drake, clutching onto his arm. He was still crying and trying to speak, but 
not making any sense. 

"The woman?" Drake asked Eddie. 

"I winged her but couldn't get a killshot. She fled around the side of the house and toward the road. 
There was no sign of her when I got there, except this," Eddie said. He held up her crossbow, which 
Drake noticed was covered in blood, then Eddie moved to open the front door to peer out at the drive. 
"No question she's a renegade — I saw the bodies of those people in the shed she's been eating. I've come 
across cannibalism like that bef—" 

"No— don't...!" Drake yelled, too late. 

Chester went rigid as he took in what Eddie had been saying. He sought out the dirty plates and 
spoons Martha had discarded on the hallway carpet — pieces of dried meat still clung to some of them. 
"Bodies... people...?" he whimpered, and began to tremble. "Not birds? It wasn't birds?" He knew then, 
knew exactly what Martha had been feeding him. He was violently and uncontrollably sick. 

"Oh, Chester, I'm sorry," Drake tried to console him. 


x xX x x x 


"This is what I wanted to show you," Dr. Burrows said as Will leapt up the tiers to where his father 
had been waiting. At head height and overhung by a small ledge, there was a row of ten stones, all around 
five centimeters square and with symbols cut into their faces. They were slightly round on the surface, 
and when Dr. Burrows pushed on the nearest of them, it moved in. 

"Wow!" Will exclaimed. "Maybe there's something hidden behind it, like those skulls you found?" 

"That was what I thought at first, but there's something keeping these in place." Dr. Burrows 
demonstrated to Will that the stone block would only travel a small distance out, then he pushed it back in 
again. "And they're all like this." He went to the next stone in the row and did the same again, moving it 
in and out. 

"What's written on them?" Will asked, squinting at the glyph on the closest block to him. "Letters?" 


"Yes, each has a single letter on it, and if you read them from right to left, as with all the Ancients’ 
records, the result is pure gobbledygook. I've even tried to mix up the letters, to see if it's an anagram, but 
the result is still the same," Dr. Burrows replied. "Doesn't mean a damned thing." Stooping to retrieve his 
journal, he began to whistle through his teeth as he opened it to the page where he'd copied down the 
letters. 

"You're going to need to get yourself a new one of those," Will commented, noting how few pages his 
father had left. 

"I'll worry about that when I need to," Dr. Burrows mumbled impatiently as he scrutinized the 
sequence of ten letters. "No, I don't get it. Everything I've seen on this pyramid tells me that the Ancients 
were a highly intelligent and, above all else, logical race. What they've left behind is a précis of their 
erudition in the fields of philosophy, medicine and mathematics and, I can tell you, in these areas they 
were far in advance of even the Greeks, who came centuries after them." 

"What about the stuff on astronomy?" Will put in. 

"Yes, that's highly significant because it shows that they'd been to the outer world, and for long 
enough to undertake a detailed survey of the night sky up there. And if they could get to the surface and 
back, then my guess is that they had a better means to travel there than our hit-or-miss jaunt past the 
crystal belt." 

Besieged by guilt, Will looked at his feet. He still hadn't told his father about the entrance to the 
tunnel that Elliott had discovered, and he felt terrible that he was holding back on information which 
could be vital to his father's research. Taking a breath, he was on the point of mentioning it when Dr. 
Burrows suddenly raised his head to the white sky, his expression distant. "Will, if you wanted to leave a 
record for posterity, something to tell future generations about yourself, how would you go about it?" 

"What do you mean?" Will asked, relieved that his father had moved onto another topic, and that the 
need to reveal the tunnel didn't seem to be so pressing now. Spilling the beans would have felt like a 
betrayal of Elliott. 

"Look on my works, ye mighty, and despair!" Dr. Burrows declaimed in a dramatic voice, sweeping 
his hand in a stagy way in front of him. 

"Huh?" Will said, wondering if his father had had too much sun. 

"It's from a poem called Ozymandias," Dr. Burrows explained. What I'm talking about is the vanity of 
mighty races," he added, now looking at his son, but not really seeing him. "How do you leave a 
testament, a record, that can withstand the ravages of time? Paper's no good — with the odd exception 
like the Dead Sea Scrolls, it doesn't survive. Libraries burn. In fact, buildings don't last either, do they? 
They're destroyed by natural disasters or by looting. By time." 

Will shrugged. "I dunno — what do you do?" 

"We're standing on it, Will," Dr. Burrows said. "You build an edifice so large, so substantial, that 
nothing can wipe it from the face of the Earth." He shook his head, correcting himself. "Or from the guts 
of the Inner Earth, in this case. Except for the effects of weathering, this pyramid will last for eons, like 
the ones in Egypt which, chronologically speaking, are mere babes in comparison." 

Dr. Burrows' expression suddenly changed to that of frustration. "And I've only got a third of the 
picture here, I haven't even seen the other two pyramids yet, have I? Who knows what might be there, 
and whether there's a solution to this." He inclined his head at the row of stones. "Maybe it's a code of 
some sort, and the key is on the other—" 

Will cut across him. "But we can't go to the other pyramids — not now that Limiters could be in the 
area. Elliott said it would be—" 

Dr. Burrows turned on his son. "Don't listen to what she says. I don't believe she just happened to 
chance across this Limiter sign of hers in the middle of the jungle. No, this is far more important. And, 
it's downright crazy that we haven't made the effort to explore the remaining pyramids yet." He slammed 
his journal shut. "In fact, there's no time like the present. Go and pack up what we need from the camp 
and we'll hit the road — right now!" 

Will hesitated. It wasn't the reaction that Dr. Burrows was after. 

"Come on — the nearest one isn't far. The journey will be a doddle," he said. 

"Okay," Will replied. Although he didn't feel like a long hike through the jungle, he knew that it was 


futile to argue. He was descending the side of the pyramid when Dr. Burrows shouted after him. 

"And don't forget my compass!" 

"Yeah, yeah," Will said to himself, dragging his heels as he made his way across the clearing to their 
base in the tree. 


"Let's get you away from here," Drake said, as he took Chester through the front door and across the 
drive to where the road lay. 

Drake was appalled at the boy's appearance. As he had wiped the weeks of accumulated filth from 
Chester's face, he'd been alarmed at how much weight he'd lost, and his eczema, which he had never seen 
look so red and inflamed. 

"Slowly does it," Drake coaxed him, helping him step by step. He'd take a blanket from one of the 
bedrooms and put it around the boy, who was leaning heavily on him for support. 

"It's cold," Chester said through chattering teeth. He was very badly shaken and shivering as Drake 
talked gently to him, encouraging him to keep going. But Chester didn't seem to be taking any of it in. 
"You know, before we came to this place, I was ill for weeks... really ill..." he said, resisting Drake's 
attempts to guide him toward the road by stopping for a moment to look back at the cottage. "I thought 
about it a lot when I was in the cupboard, and reckon she was poisoning me... with toadstools from the 
forest. Just so I couldn't run out on her." 

"Try not to think about it now," Drake said, managing to get Chester moving again. 

After they'd gone a little further, the boy put his head back and sniffed. "Is that the sea? I can hear 
the waves." 

"Yes, it's just a little further," Drake told him, as they began to mount the verge on the other side of 
the road. 

"So you're working with a Styx now?" Chester asked as he tried to process everything that had just 
happened. 

"He's a former Limiter," Drake replied. "And Elliott's father." 

"Really?" Chester mumbled, as they continued down onto a shingle bank. Although a fog was rolling 
in over the North Sea, the sun was nudging above the horizon and baking it off. 

"This is far enough," Drake said, and he and Chester sat down on the beach. 

The boy stared at the waves, his face impassive. "Sometimes I see things that remind me of how it 
used to be... of my old life, and I try to pretend nothing's changed," he said. "But it has, and I've changed 
too, haven't I? All these things I've been through have made me like someone else. I'm..." He put his 
hand to his mouth and Drake could barely hear what he was saying through his fingers. "... some sort of 
freak that has eaten..." Chester tailed off as he let his head sag forward onto his knees. 

"I've got her," Eddie announced, making Chester start. He hadn't heard the Styx approaching, and 
now saw that the thin man was sighting up on something with his rifle. "She's a long way down the 
beach, near the headland," Eddie added. 

"Let me see," Chester demanded, throwing off the blanket as he heaved himself to his feet. Eddie 
passed him the rifle and he used the telescopic sight to locate the tiny figure in the distance. 

"Yes, that's her all right... and she's moving like she's hurt," Chester said, observing the figure as it 
swayed from side to side in a meandering gait. He set his jaw, and his voice became hard and 
uncompromising. "She deserves to die. Do you think I can nail her from here?" he asked as he worked 
the bolt on the weapon to chamber a round. 

"No, the range is too great," Eddie said. "The wind would make the shot drift." 

"I don't care. I'll take that risk," Chester rasped. He was silent for a moment, then began to chuckle 
strangely. 

"What is it, Chester?" Drake asked, concerned that the boy was becoming unhinged after his recent 
experiences. 

"I don't believe it!" Chester replied, still chuckling. He'd caught sight of something above Martha, 
who was now running like a frightened rabbit ina zig-zag pattern. "She wasn't completely nuts. A 


Bright did follow her up here." He could see a huge moth-like creature making passes over her head, 
although it was moving far less rapidly than if it had been in its usual habitat. Chester knew this was 
because of the increased gravity up here on the surface. 

As he watched, the Bright spread its wings wide, the scales on them catching the morning sun. They 
flashed with a dazzling whiteness, making the creature appear like a giant swan in flight. Then the Bright 
tucked them back along its body and tipped into a sheer dive, hurtling straight for Martha. She flung 
herself down on the beach, just managing to avoid it at the last moment. Picking herself up, she began to 
run again. "She's got nothing to defend herself with. She hasn't got a chance," Chester said, taking great 
delight in the spectacle as he saw the Bright make another dive. "It's homed in on her because she's 
bleeding. It knows the smell of her blood. It's going to get her." 

"If you want I can go down there and make sure the job's finished," Eddie said, as casually as if he 
was offering Chester a cup of tea. 

Chester lowered the rifle and turned to the Styx. "Thank you," he declined the man politely. There 
was a Steeliness in the boy's eyes as he added, "But she's more scared of Brights than anything in the 
world... and I don’t want it to be quick. I want her to die really slowly." 

"Okay, Chester... why don’t you give the rifle back to Eddie, and sit down again," Drake urged him 
gently. 

Chester looked from Drake to Eddie, then back to Drake again. "I honestly don't know what's more 
upsetting — what that horrible old bag put me through... or the fact that you're best friends with a Styx... 
and he's called Eddie." 
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Will collected some water and supplies, and was just about to return to his father when Elliott 
appeared. She was carrying some firewood in her arms, with Bartleby scampering along behind her. 

"Going somewhere," she inquired, seeing the Bergen on Will's back and the Sten gun in his hand. 

Will looked at her, the resignation in his eyes saying it all. "I left you a note. Dad thinks he's got as 
far as he can with this pyramid, and he's set on seeing one of the others. You know what he's like — he's 
decided it has to be right now." 

Elliott clicked her tongue against her teeth. "And after all I've tried to tell him." 

"Yeah, I know," Will sighed. 

She dropped the pieces of wood. "Right, I'm coming along for the ride too." 

Will was delighted. "Really?" 


Dr. Burrows was far from pleased when he saw Elliott was with Will. But he didn't say a word 
because he knew that he'd gone against her advice that they shouldn't stray far from the camp. 

It was unusual for all three of them to be together on an outing. In fact, other than the odd foray to the 
ruins of the city in the jungle, Dr. Burrows hadn't been anywhere for some time, instead concentrating all 
his energies on the pyramid by the base camp. 

They were following a bearing he'd taken on the nearest of the two new pyramids, tramping through 
the jungle in an extended line. As expected, Dr. Burrows had chosen to lead the party himself and was 
striding off ahead, with Will next, and Elliott and Bartleby bringing up the rear. It reminded Will so 
much of the moment they'd entered this secret world for the very first time, without any idea what they'd 
find, or where they were going. It felt like an age ago to him now. 

Other than the odd bird call or crack as a twig snapped underfoot, all was silent as they traversed the 
platform of leaf detritus on the jungle floor. The three of them were soon covered in sweat because of the 
high humidity; the huge weight of tree foliage above trapped a layer of air where they were walking, and 
there was very little in the way of a breeze. 

Then they began to notice that the ground was becoming damper and that the giant trees were no 
longer affording them as much protection from the sun. They had entered a sparse forest of dumpy- 
looking Cypress trees, their lower trunks disproportionately large as if they were swollen. And everything 
up to a height of around four meters was stained with mud and draped with dried-out weed. 

"Flood basin," Dr. Burrows proposed, as they broke off to gaze around. 

"What's that over there?" Elliott said, pointing ahead to an area of disturbed water, its undulating 
surface bright green with algae. 

"A swamp?" Will suggested. 

"Let's find out," Dr. Burrows said, heading straight toward it. 

They waded through the water, which came up to their thighs, keeping an eye out for snakes or 
crocodiles. However, the place seemed to be populated entirely by lizards, ranging in size from small 
geckos to one-meter-long iguanas, but nothing more threatening than that. The lizards’ iridescent skins 
shone vivid blues, reds and greens as they basked in the sunlight. Hardly moving, they opened their 
mouths to make hissing sounds when Will or any of the others came too close, or to shoot out their long 
tongues at passing dragonflies. Bartleby seemed to be really quite unsettled by them, and stuck close to 
Elliott. 

As Dr. Burrows sloshed along, he had a dreamy look on his face. "You can very easily imagine the 
beginning of all life in a swamp like this." He waved his hand overhead. "You've got ultraviolet light on 
tap all day long from the sun, and ample water, at just the right temperature. Think... maybe this very 
swamp was the primordial soup — the exact place where the first unicellular organism was born, and then 
evolved." 

"I would've evolved pretty damn quick if it meant I could get out of this place," Will said, swatting a 


mosquito on the nape of his neck. 

As they left the swamp and returned to solid ground, they found that they were in a forest of thorn- 
covered acacia trees. Between these was a tangle of thick undergrowth, which made the going much 
harder, until they finally crashed through to what appeared to be a track. 

Wide enough to drive a vehicle down, the track was unnaturally straight. Will frowned as he 
surveyed the short grass covering it. "This isn't man-made, is it? An old river bed?" he asked, warily 
looking around as Elliott caught up. 

"I'd say... neither of those," Dr. Burrows replied. 

Will still didn't like the look of it. He glanced at Elliott, but she seemed perfectly relaxed. 

"Ah," Dr. Burrows exclaimed, as he spied something further down the track, and started toward it. As 
Will and Elliott joined him, they could see that it was a massive pile of animal dung, which appeared to 
be recent from the wisps of steam rising from it. "This is evidently a main thoroughfare for the local 
fauna," Dr. Burrows decided. "A well-used animal trail." 

"Yes. See the marks on that trunk,” Elliott pointed out, "where the bark's been scraped away?" 

Will and Dr. Burrows switched their attention from the dung to the tree trunk. A diagonal abrasion 
went straight through to the white wood beneath, and sap had leaked down the bark and hardened into 
amber drips. But Dr. Burrows was more interested in the monstrous pile of dung, to which he now 
returned. 

"What could have left that?" Will asked, as his father crouched down and probed it with a stick. "A 
very big cow? An Auroch?" 

"Not a carnivore — I can see the stones from some kind of fruit, and cellulose... bits of undigested 
vegetation," Dr. Burrows replied. "We need to investigate this further." 

"What, you mean look for more giant poohs?" Will asked facetiously. 

Elliott barely managed to stifle a giggle. 

"Don't be stupid. I meant that we should search for the animal itself," Dr. Burrows replied curtly. 
Standing up, he checked the bearing. "And as luck would have it, this is roughly the right direction for 
us," he announced. Will and Elliott smiled at each other, as Dr. Burrows deliberately avoided looking at 
either of them, then stalked off down the trail. 

Bartleby was the first to spot the slow-moving beast some distance up ahead. With an apprehensive 
meow, he came to a halt, and flattened himself to the ground. Will, Dr. Burrows and Elliott crept from 
the trail and hid themselves in the undergrowth. 

There was a trumpeting sound and a large gray-skinned animal moved down the trail in their 
direction. With its heavy limbs and lumbering walk, Will immediately assumed it was some kind of 
elephant. And there were more of the same kind of animal following behind it in a procession. 

Will and Dr. Burrows exchanged amazed glances. 

"Probably a family group," Dr. Burrows whispered. "The ones behind it are younger." 

"But their ears look weird, and what's wrong with their trunks?" Will asked. "They're half the length 
of a normal elephant's." 

"Nothing's wrong with them — they're meant to be like that. Can't you see the two pairs of tusks?" 
Dr. Burrows said, breathless with excitement. "Will, don't you have any idea what these creatures are, 
and how important this is? These creatures are either Gomphotheria or Palaeomastodons. Yes, I reckon 
they're Palaeomastodons — early ancestors of elephants from the early Oligocene period. Yet more 
living fossils!" 

"But are they friendly?" Will asked, as the nearest Palaeomastodon, which also happened to be by far 
the largest, continued to approach them. As it did so, it raised its stubby trunk as if sampling the air. 

"It can smell us," Elliott whispered, raising her rifle. 

The gigantic beast kept coming and then, some twenty meters away, it chose a tree stump to make a 
display of its strength. With a bellow, it whipped its head to one side, striking its more prominent upper 
tusks against the rotten stump, which toppled over with a dull thud. 

Peering out from behind Elliott, Bartleby made a deep growling noise deep in the back of his throat. 

"Shh!" she said. 

Maybe it was because he was so alarmed by the sight of the animal, but the Hunter suddenly did the 


last thing any of them expected. He leapt out from the undergrowth and landed right in the middle of the 
trail. His back was arched and the muscles in his shoulders bunched as he hissed loudly at the 
Palaeomastodon. 

"Bartleby!" Will cried. 

There was a moment in which Bartleby, although he was dwarfed by the larger animal, locked eyes 
with the Palaeomastodon. Then the Palaeomastodon let out a bellow and, moving more quickly than Will 
had seen it do before, reared its head and began to tramp away. 

"Preservation instinct," Dr. Burrows laughed. "I bet the nearest thing it can compare Bartleby with is 
a Jaguar or saber-tooth tiger, and it doesn't want to tangle with him! It thinks he's too much of a threat." 

Will wasn't amused. "Get back here, right now, you daft cat!" he chided the Hunter. 

The remainder of the journey was uneventful. As they emerged from the trees and the pyramid 
loomed before them, they were all hot and exhausted. For a second, the three of them simply regarded the 
giant edifice, which appeared to be identical to the one by their base camp. 

Will wiped the sweat from his forehead. "So... pyramid number two. I thought you said the journey 
here would be a doddle,"” he grumbled to his father. 

But Dr. Burrows wasn't going to allow his fatigue to affect him. He had that intense look in his eyes 
— he was only interested in one thing. He stormed toward the pyramid and, as he reached it, whipped out 
his journal and began to inspect the first tier. 

"That's him happy," Elliott said, as she and Will slumped onto the ground beside each other. She 
undid her rucksack. "I've brought some food along if you're hungry." 

"Starving," Will said. 

Elliott produced a package, well wrapped in layers of cloth so as to conceal the smell from any over- 
inquisitive animals. "This is an experiment of mine," she said, removing the cloth to reveal several green 
bundles. "I cooked the meat in palm leaves, and I think it's turned out quite well." Will took one of the 
bundles from her and, just as he began to eagerly peel the leaves away, a shout echoed around the trees. 

"Will! Here! Ineed you here!" his father demanded. "Now!" 

Will acted as if he hadn't heard, biting off a hunk of meat. "Mmmm! This is delicious," he said. 

"Will! Will!" the shouts came again. 

"It's antelope, isn't it? You've really outdone yourself this time," Will complimented Elliott, chewing 
slowly as he savored his mouthful. 

"The Doc's calling you," she said, amused by the way Will was completely ignoring the summons. 

"Know something?" he muttered, shaking his head with a mock serious expression. 

"What?" she replied, unable to keep a straight face because Dr. Burrows was still yelling frantically, 
as if the world was about to end. 

"In the old days in Highfield, all I wanted to do was go on digs with him. I didn't really think about 
anything else." 

"And?" she asked, as he stuffed his mouth with more antelope. 

"Reckon I was a bit of a saddo then. No wonder I didn't have any friends." He grunted as he got to 
his feet and, still munching his food, stomped over to the pyramid. He saw his father was on one of the 
uppermost tiers, jumping up and down with excitement. 

"What is it?" Will asked disinterestedly as he reached his father. 

"See for yourself!" Dr. Burrows gushed, sweeping his hand vigorously over the wall before him. 

On the facing stones were the usual friezes and inscriptions, but there was something different about 
them. Will couldn't place what it was. 

Dr. Burrows jabbed a finger at a line of script carved at the base of the wall. "‘To the garden of the 
second sun a warlike people came, with..." He stumbled slightly at this point. "I can't get that word, but 
it goes on to say ‘like birds that fly and...’" He hesitated again, then continued, "‘carts — or wagons — 
that drive themselves. The people took the life from our lands and made fire and smoke in its place.’" Dr. 
Burrows turned his head and fixed his eyes on Will. "Look at it! Look at the carving!" 

Picking up a piece of the meat from between his teeth, Will shrugged. "So your Ancients were 
running scared because someone, another tribe maybe, tried to move into their patch?" 

"No, you dullard," Dr. Burrows barked. "I said look at the carving! See how the stone is hardly 


weathered at all." 

Will still wasn't getting the significance. "It's not old? This wasn't carved thousands of years ago?" 

"No, decades ago, more like," Dr. Burrows said. "We could be learning about the moment when the 
first aeroplanes and some other types of vehicles arrived." He began to whistle atonally, then stopped as 
if he'd remembered something. "There's more. Tell me what you make of this." He rushed further along 
the tier and, finding the place, gestured at the wall. 

Will contemplated the images, focusing in on one in particular. "No question that's meant to be an 
aeroplane," he said. 

"Yes — and it bears a remarkable resemblance to a Stuka," Dr. Burrows announced, in an ‘I-told-you- 
so’ voice. 

Will had moved on to some of the other carvings — crude depictions of odd-looking aircraft with 
twin-rotor blades. "And helicopters?" he added. 

"My thoughts entirely. And then look at the tier above us," Dr. Burrows directed him. 

"Wow!" Will exclaimed. "It's completely blank!" 

Some of the facing stones were cracked and pitted from the centuries of heat and rain, but there was 
nothing carved on them at all. 

"So we might assume that this pyramid is a work-in-progress, much like the empty pages in my 
journal that I have yet to fill." Dr. Burrows hypothesized. "Which means if these people were around to 
witness the appearance of Topsoil technology in their world... and document it on this pyramid... maybe 
they're still alive to this very day." 

"Wild!" Will said. "But if that's true, where are they now? And more to the point, where's this other 
lot with their Stuka plane... and helicopters?" 


x x x x x 


Although she couldn’t read the words that proclaimed ‘Buttock & File’, or appreciate what was on the 
sign above them — a rather curious caricature of a red-skinned devil grinning to itself in the cabin of a 
steam engine — Mrs. Burrows was left in no doubt as to what the place was. The empty tavern reeked 
overpoweringly of stale ale and old urine, and the pavement in front of its black-painted windows was 
sticky as she hurried along it. 

"Stay close, Colly," she urged as the cat hung back to sniff at the doors of the establishment. "We 
haven't got long." 

Since that very first time Mrs. Burrows had stepped outside the Second Officer's house and flexed her 
olfactory supersense, she had only dared to venture into the streets of the Colony on a handful of 
occasions. But just out of reach of her new ability she sensed a place that puzzled her. And the picture 
she'd formed of this place as she'd probed it had horrified her. Although it was quite some distance from 
the house and she'd be cutting it fine to get there and back before vespers ended, she felt driven to 
investigate it. 

It was large, that much she did know. 

And it smelt like the pit of hell. 

And now as she jogged down a succession of wide streets, easily avoiding the puddles and ducking to 
the side as sporadic gushes of water fell from the cavern roof high above, she was nearing her destination. 

She crossed the road, stopping before a tall wall — from the smell of the lime mortar, she could tell it 
was newly built. She began to explore the surface of the wall, using her sense of touch. "Too high to 
climb," she said, and began to follow it along. Coming to a stretch that hadn't been completed yet, she 
ducked under a wooden barrier and stepped across a slit trench dug for the foundations of the wall. She 
didn't stop there, moving into an area strewn with loose rubble until her feet encountered cobbles. 

She held completely still as she unleashed her ability. The predominant smell was of ash — lots of it 
— from burnt beams and floorboards, and then there was charred stone. But in amongst this, there was 
the scent of death, and of immeasurable cruelty. As she concentrated, it was as if small voices were 
calling out to her from a great distance, demanding her attention. Her head switched this way and that as 
she located where they had perished, bones young and old just left where the bodies had fallen in the 


debris. Where people had been incinerated. 

"Oh, God," she gasped, overwhelmed by the sheer number of them. It was as though the place was 
one big tomb to those who had died in there, burnt alive. Her imagination was working overtime; she 
could almost hear the screams of panic from the victims, who had nowhere to go, no means of escape. 

All of a sudden she knew precisely where she was. 

Drake had mentioned an incident to her in passing. He hadn't been too forthcoming about it, as if it 
was still painful for him to recall what he'd seen. In any case, her time with Drake had been limited in the 
days leading up to the operation on Highfield Common when they'd planned to snatch the old Styx. 

But Mrs. Burrows knew that she now had to be in the district he'd referred to as the Rookeries; 
overcrowded slums, which housed the rougher elements of the Colony, those at the very bottom of the 
microcosmic society. And this was where Drake had witnessed their systematic slaughter. 

"The Rookeries," she whispered, as if the dead could hear her, and took a step forward. Her shoe 
knocked against something in the ash. She bent to pick up the object and explore it with her fingers. It 
was the porcelain head of a small doll. The rest of the doll, its cloth body and dress hadn't survived the 
flames. As Mrs. Burrows shook the dust from the head and held it to her nose, there was something 
retained in it — the tiniest suggestion of the generations of children who had played with it. These were 
poor people, and this toy had probably been handed down from parent to child through the centuries, only 
for its last owner to lose her life in this terrible carnage. 

And in the religious services all over the Colony, those responsible for this crime were at that very 
moment preaching to the Colonists on how to lead their lives. The Styx. 

Mrs. Burrows gently placed the doll's head on a pile of broken masonry, and returned toward the 
opening in the wall. 


After calling it a day at the new pyramid, they were returning to the base camp. But as they emerged 
onto the grassy track again, Dr. Burrows was lagging behind Will and Elliott. Whistling through his 
teeth, he was trying to read his journal as he sauntered along. Will and Elliott watched as his foot went 
into a pothole and he staggered a few steps. But after he'd managed to regain his balance, he went straight 
back to his journal as if nothing had happened. 

"Look at your father — he could walk smack bang into a saber-tooth tiger and not notice it was there," 
Elliott observed disapprovingly. "He's in a world of his own." 

"He is," Will replied, turning to Elliott. "But this is what he does best... he's at his happiest when he's 
picking away at a problem and trying to solve it." 

A flock of birds flew lazily past them and alighted in the trees by the side of the track. 

"Yeuch!" Elliott said. 

The bodies of the birds were chubby and flaccid — like extremely old men with protruding beer 
bellies. Their bald heads and necks only helped to emphasize the impression as they lacked feathers, their 
wrinkled skin covered instead with patchy down. Fixing their beady eyes on Will and Elliott, the 
assembled birds were silent except for the odd squawk, as if they weren't sure what to make of these 
human interlopers in their jungle, and were conferring amongst themselves. 

"They're ugly. What are those things?" Elliott asked. 

"Maybe some kind of vulture?" Will ventured. 

As Bartleby crept into the open the birds began to flap their scrawny wings and squawk even more 
loudly, but they didn't fly away. It was obvious they were chary of the Hunter, whose jaw began to quiver 
as he prowled up and down, ogling them with his big amber eyes. He gave a low frustrated mew because 
the birds were too far up in the trees for him to reach them. 

"Yes, they are really creepy looking,” Will said, putting the birds out of his mind as he and Elliott set 
off down the track again, chatting away to each other. Will realized that it wasn't only Dr. Burrows who 
was happy — the weeks they'd spent in this inner world had been some of the best of his life. He glanced 
at Elliott. She too seemed to be totally in her element in the jungle, and content with her lot. 

In the Deeps her expression had been permanently haunted, and her pale skin — which bore the scars 


from her time in that most savage of environments — had made her appear like some lost wraith as she 
flitted about the place. But with the exception of the gouge in her upper arm, the scars were barely 
noticeable now, and her tanned face and her sleek black hair made her look radiant and transformed. 
There and then it struck Will how incredibly beautiful she was, and how lucky he was to have her as his 
friend. 

She'd been speaking to him about something, but he hadn't been listening. "It's been just brilliant 
today," he announced abruptly. 

"Huh?" she said, surprised at his outburst. 

"What I meant is that this has been great fun... at least if we both go on these expeditions with Dad, 
we get some time together, don't we?" Will was flustered as he tried to explain himself. "You know, 
without him interrupting us every ten minutes,” he added, aware his face was coloring. 

Will turned his head away from Elliott and grimaced, thoroughly frustrated with himself. He found 
he wasn't able to express what he really wanted to tell her — how he felt about her. His was the lexicon 
of a fifteen-year-old, and the words just weren’t there. He clamped his jaw shut, lacking the confidence to 
say anything further to her in case his feelings weren't reciprocated. In case he was making a complete 
and utter fool of himself. 

But Elliott nodded in response, then beamed at him. Will felt a crashing sense of relief as she'd 
seemed to understand what he really wanted to say. Their eyes stayed on each other, but the moment was 
short-lived as Dr. Burrows interrupted them. 

"Blast it!" he yelled. "Filthy, bloody stuff!" 

Will and Elliott spun around. Dr. Burrows was hopping on one foot. He'd evidently stepped in a pile 
of animal dung. Will and Elliott couldn't help but laugh as he tried to clean his boot by rubbing it on the 
grass. 

"Was it a good specimen of a Palaeomastodon pat?" Will chuckled as he made his way to his father, 
who had suddenly fallen silent as he became distracted again. 

"I wonder," he began, as he took his bulging journal from under his arm and opened it, flicking 
through to the back pages. "Those stones... those stones..." he muttered. 

Will had no idea what he was talking about. "Which stones, Dad?" he asked. 

"I found another set of those stones that move — you know, like the row on our pyramid." 

"You didn't say anything about them to me,” Will complained. 

"I did try, but — as ever — you were too tied up with your friend," Dr. Burrows said, then scratched 
his chin as he thought. "This second series of stones is obviously more recent, and all the letters on them 
are different... and I'm trying to figure out if they can be combined with the first sequence to give some 
sort of meaning.” 

"There might be even more on pyramid number three," Will pointed out. "When we get to see it, the 
answer might be there." 

"It might," Dr. Burrows repeated several times. He was poring over a page in his journal and, as he 
took a step to the side, he planted his foot in an even bigger heap of animal dung, which came halfway up 
his calf. Despite the squelching sound and the pungent smell, he seemed completely oblivious to this. 

"Dad! You're not coming near the base tonight," Will laughed. "Elliott will make you..." He stalled 
in mid-sentence as it occurred to him that she hadn't joined them yet. He sought her out, finding that she'd 
remained exactly where he'd left her, training her rifle on the trees further down the track. "She's seen 
something," he whispered, quickly hurrying over. 

She silenced him with a look as he came alongside her, and continued to scrutinize the trees with her 
rifle scope. 

Dr. Burrows had caught up with them by now and was peering at the undergrowth Elliott seemed to 
be so interested in. "more of those noisy trees watching us?" he inquired mockingly. 

"I don't understand... I've got this feeling... as though something's there," she said slowly, frowning to 
herself. "But I can't see anything... not a thing." 

"The only life forms round here are those loathsome scavengers," Dr. Burrows said, waving his hand 
at the vultures. "And correct me if I'm wrong, but we're not carrion yet, so they don't pose any sort of 
threat to us." He bent to pick up a stick and tossed it in the direction of the birds. It missed them by a 


mile, tumbling into the undergrowth beside the branches. 

Bartleby was the only one who noticed. 

A pair of eyes flashed in alarm, and what appeared to be a small tree moved swiftly to the side to 
avoid the stick as it landed. But Bartleby didn't react, because it made absolutely no sense to him. While 
he'd seen the movement, there was no scent he could discern. Nothing that smelt even remotely like an 
animal — or a human — for that matter. 


Part Two 


Contact 
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A low tent had been erected on the edge of the runway, where gusts of wind stirred up swirling dust 
devils. As a small convoy of angular coaches with blacked-out windows drew up, the doors flew open 
and the brigade of Limiters disembarked. Depositing their rucksacks and equipment at the entrance to the 
tent, they began to file inside. The dog handlers amongst them were restraining their growling stalkers, 
which clearly preferred the look of the wide open space after being cooped up for so long. 

Without any direction from their superiors, the Limiters began to fill the seats on one side of the tent. 
The seats on the other side were already occupied by New Germanian troops. There was a terse silence 
under the flapping canvas as these youthful men with blond crew cuts and pristine combats eyed their 
opposite numbers. The grizzled Limiters, many of them veterans with the scars to prove it, exhibited no 
such interest, instead facing straight ahead as they waited for the briefing to start. 


Outside the tent, a black limousine under military escort screeched to a halt. Dressed in combats, the 
Rebecca twins emerged from it. They were followed by the Limiter General, who hung back for a 
moment to take in the rank of helicopters parked on the runway. ‘FA223s. Also known as the Drache 
Angelis," he said, as he looked at the nearest one, examining the peculiar arrangement of twin rotors 
mounted either side of what appeared to be little more than a standard aircraft fuselage. 

The Limiter General then peered at the hangars beyond the helicopters, in which various aircraft were 
visible. Many he didn't recognize, but then his gaze fell on a pair of tan-colored aeroplanes. "ME263s!" 
he exclaimed, as he realized what the stubby-looking aircraft with swept-back wings were. 

Having just arrived in another limousine, the Chancellor happened to overhear the Styx. "Yes, our 
fighter-interceptors. Jet-powered," he announced proudly. "We continued their development after we 
arrived here. Fastest, most maneuverable aircraft in the skies," he boasted. 

"Maybe down here. Things have moved back in the real world," the Limiter General replied. The he 
continued toward the rear of the tent, leaving the Chancellor looking most unhappy. 

As the Limiter General took a seat next to his men in the first row, the Rebecca twins remained at the 
front of the tent, where a campaign table and an easel had been set up. 

The Chancellor bumbled in. With a sideways glance at the massed Limiters, he stopped before the 
Styx girls. Not being able to tell which of the identical twins he'd met before, he hesitated, giving each of 
them a small nod. Then, so as not to look a complete idiot in front of the audience, he went for broke and 
made his choice, correctly picking Rebecca One. "Very good to make your acquaintance, my young lady. 
And how are you feeling today?" he asked her with forced joviality. 

She gave the slightest shake of her head to show she wasn't at all pleased with this form of address. 

"I must say you've astounded my doctors," the Chancellor added quickly, realizing he'd said the 
wrong thing. "You healed much more quickly than they ever expected — much faster than most people." 

Rebecca One gave a dry smile. "I'm a Styx," she said. "We're not most people." 

"No, no, of course, not," the Chancellor gabbled. It was evident that he was highly uncomfortable in 
the girls' presence and was going to extract himself from the situation at the first opportunity he could. 
"T'd like to introduce —" he began to say. 

All of a sudden there was a scuffling noise from the back of the tent, and four New Germanian 
soldiers appeared with a dark form between them. It had ropes tied around it, as if they had captured a 
wild animal. 

"Oh, yes, a security patrol caught this... this..." the Chancellor floundered before going on. "This 
man. He was skulking around the outskirts of the city, stealing food." 

As the soldiers tried to hold it back, the dark shape — swathed from head to foot in cloth — forged 
forward, straining against the ropes. Then it stuck out a thin, twisted arm, and hooked aside an overhang 
of greasy material to reveal a badly deformed face, covered in grapefruit-sized growths, and with eyes like 
peeled eggs. 

"He claims to know you," the Chancellor said. 

"Coxy!" Rebecca One exclaimed. "What the hell are you doing here?" 

Tom Cox sniffed loudly and pushed his crooked lips together before he spoke. "Ah, me friends — 
knew you were still alive. I was sent to protect you." 

"To protect us?" Rebecca Two repeated skeptically. 

Rebecca One frowned. "You came down the Pore and thousands of miles, voluntarily?" 

"Course. Followed the Limiters, I did," Cox said. 

Rebecca Two was shaking her head, wholly unconvinced. "And you made the journey all the way to 
this city, cross-country?" 

"And you didn't melt in the sunlight?" her sister quipped. 

"Yeh... and I don't like it. Don't like the sun," Cox mumbled. "It's like Topso—" 

"So I take it you do know this person,” the Chancellor interjected, wiping his palms on his 
handkerchief as if the very sight of Cox made him feel unclean. 

"Yes, in a way," Rebecca Two confirmed. "And he doesn't need the escort. Let him go." 

Yanking the ropes from his captors' hands, Cox suddenly surged forward like a lively steer. Still 
trailing the ropes after him, he advanced up the aisle between the seated soldiers. 


"New chums?" he said in his coarse voice as he flared his cankerous nostrils at the contingent of 
fresh-faced soldiers. Sidling up to the twins, he turned his unseeing eyes on the Chancellor, who was still 
regarding him with overt disgust. In a bid to get the proceedings back on track, the Chancellor was on the 
point of saying something to the Rebecca twins, when Cox croaked, "Allo, big boy," then blew a frothy 
kiss at him through his blackened lips. 

"This... this... this is Colonel Bismarck," the Chancellor stuttered. All heads turned to the man who 
had risen from the first row of seated New Germanians. With a fine example of a moustache, he was tall 
and balding, and he held himself with a very upright bearing. He bowed formally to the Rebecca twins 
with a click of his polished riding boots. "I'll leave you in his capable hands," the Chancellor gabbled, 
and jogged out of the tent as fast as his fat legs would carry him. 

"I'm to be your military liaison," Colonel Bismarck said, striding toward the easel. He waited as one 
of his soldiers unrolled and pinned a map on it. "Before we talk about protocols and how our personnel 
will cooperate in the search operation, I want to review the terrain with you." He tapped and held his 
finger on a feature on the map as he addressed the Rebecca twins. "This is the former pit head — the 
entrance to the disused uranium mine where you were ambushed." Sliding his finger across the map, he 
was about to continue when Rebecca Two stood up. 

"There in the jungle... what are those?" she said, indicating the three golden triangles. 

"Those are large monuments, visible for some distance around," he answered. "They're ancient 
pyramids... but we don't—" 

"Pyramids!" Rebecca Two exclaimed, exchanging glances with her sister. "Is there anything else that 
big in the jungle?" 

"Not that can be seen above the tree line," Colonel Bismarck answered. 

"If we'd spotted them, we would have gone straight there, because they'll draw Dr. Burrows like a 
cavern mouse to cheese," Rebecca One said. 

"That's where we'll find the people we want," Rebecca Two told the colonel with complete certainty. 
"And that's where we should start the search." 

A ripple of agitation passed through the New Germanian soldiers. 

Colonel Bismarck looked at the map. "As I was about to say, we don't tend to venture into that 
quadrant. It's a high-radiation area, and it contains nothing of any strategic value." The colonel drew a 
breath. "And there's something else." 

"What?" the Rebecca twins asked in unison. 

As he stroked his moustache, he seemed reluctant to answer their question. "We've lost troops in 
there. Although we've never made any direct sightings of them, it's generally believed that the indigenous 
people still linger there — concealed, somehow." 

"Ah, a mystery. I like a mystery," Cox cackled, fluttering his two misshapen hands under his shawl. 

Colonel Bismarck furrowed his brow. "It's no laughing matter. In light of the number of men who 
have gone missing over the years, and that they were all combat trained and operationally equipped, these 
natives should be considered highly dangerous. Every so often we send a spotter plane over to sweep the 
quadrant. They never find anything." He fixed Rebecca Two with his gray eyes. "So, in all probability, 
your quarry will have already perished." 

"But who exactly are these natives, as you call them?" Rebecca One said. "Guerilla fighters?" 

"No, on the contrary — if they have weapons, then they must be very rudimentary. Our 
archaeologists believe they're the descendants of an ancient race which, many centuries ago, lived in huge 
cities on all the major continents in this world. Indeed, the archaeologists believe their society to be the 
origin of the Atlantis myth.” 

Rebecca One made a ‘pah’ noise. "If he's cottoned onto that, boring old Dr. Buckwheat's gonna be in 
seventh heaven." 

"Seventh?" Colonel Bismarck asked, not comprehending the idiom. 

"Don't worry about it." Rebecca Two's face was resolute as she went closer to the map to examine 
where the pyramids were marked. "Whatever you say about the risk, we need to initiate the search right 
there," she said. "That's where the people who stole our virus will be." 

"And if Will Burrows isn't already dead, he soon will be," Rebecca One added, placing a hand on her 


stomach as she remembered the pain from her gunshot wound. "When I hack his guts out." 


x xX x xX x 


Eliza filled a spoon with the gruel and, with her other hand, yanked down on Mrs. Burrows' jaw so 
that her mouth gaped open. As she regarded the contents of the spoon, Eliza seemed to hesitate for a 
moment. Then she nodded to herself, and deposited the gruel at the back of the unconscious woman's 
tongue. 

"You may be as dumb as a Coprolite, but that doesn't stop you gobbling our food, does it?" Eliza said. 

But something seemed wrong with Mrs. Burrows' swallowing reflex, and her throat tensed and the 
gruel spewed out of her mouth. 

"For goodness' sake, you messy cow!" Eliza fumed. "It's gone all over me!" Jumping up, she quickly 
wiped the drops that had landed on her face and blouse. 

"Second time lucky," Eliza said, as she returned to her chair and tried to force-feed Mrs. Burrows 
another spoonful. But she rejected this as well. Eliza persevered again and again, but the outcome was 
the same — Mrs. Burrows coughed them up with a spasm that seemed to emanate deep within her chest. 
Defeated, Eliza dropped the spoon into the bowl and placed it on the side table. 

"Well, if you don't get your nourishment, you really are going to be in trouble," she proclaimed to 
Mrs. Burrows' slack face. She gave the woman's chin a quick wipe, then picked up the bowl and began 
for the door. 

"She knows," the old woman said, appearing from the hallway. She was agitated, wringing her 
arthritic hands together. 

"Don't be daft — look at her — how can she?" Eliza replied to her mother. 

"She's always taken her food down before — why not now? She knows, she does," the old woman 
maintained, with absolute conviction. 

"What codswallop! She's got a cough — a touch of fever — that's all," Eliza said. "But if she's 
stopped eating, she won't last long, and we'll get the result we're after anyway." She glanced at the bowl 
in her hands. "Better get rid of this — we don't want anyone else helping themselves to it. I'll wash it 
down the drain." Eliza headed for the kitchen to dispose of the gruel, which had been lightly dusted with 
slug poison, while the old woman hung back in the doorway. 

"There's more to you than you're lettin’ on," she accused Mrs. Burrows' slumped form in the bath 
chair. She may have been in her dotage, but the old woman's intuition hadn't been dulled by age. Her 
wrinkled face was fearful — she'd almost been complicit in a crime that went against everything she 
believed. "You know what we were up to... you know we were tryin’ to give you poison, don't you?" 
With a whimper, the old lady scurried away. 

Of course I know, Mrs. Burrows thought as she withdrew to the dark haven in her brain. And if you 
try it again, I'll be ready for you then too. 

Against all odds, she'd survived this long, and she wasn't about to let this pair of women get in the 
way of her escaping Topsoil. 


In the quiet of the basement beneath the warehouse, Drake was working at a computer he'd set up on 
one of the benches. As his fingers moved in a blur over the keyboard, he spoke without looking up from 
the screen. "How's he doing?" he asked. 

Eddie walked into the light. "He's a bit frayed around the edges, as you'd expect," he said, as he 
approached the bench. "I had to give him something to help him sleep." 

"I'm not surprised. Poor kid hasn't had many breaks lately," Drake replied, his eyes still not moving 
from the computer screen. "It might've gone a little easier with him if you'd held off telling him about 
Martha's meals for two in the garden shed." 

Eddie gave a small shrug. 

"Ironic really, as it's your old gang — the so-called Hobb's Squad — who have the reputation of being 


corpse-munchers." Drakes expression was neutral as he continued to work on the keyboard. "And how 
was he around you? I thought he might have had a problem after what the Styx put him through." 

"He warmed to me after I'd said I'd buy him a PlayStation, and get him a cheeseburger and chips when 
he woke up." 

"At least he's not completely off his food, then," Drake mumbled, preoccupied with what he was 
doing. 

"Mind if I take a look?" Eddie asked, already stepping around the bench so he could see. 

"Sure," Drake replied. "I'm just compiling the last line, and... voila, it's done!" he exclaimed as he hit 
the Return key with great flourish. A box of rapidly scrolling characters opened up on the screen, then 
cleared to leave a cursor and a line of text proclaiming that the program was ‘Locating...’ 

"It's been a while since I've written code like this, but... we shall see what we shall see," Drake said 
under his breath as he waited for the program. "Ah, here we are." A map opened up in a new window. 
"That's north London — somewhere in Highgate," he noted. Then another map opened over the first. 
"Central London — the West End. Let's have a closer look at this one, shall we?" he said, maximizing the 
window and zooming into where a red dot pulsed. "Got you!" he announced as the name of the street 
came up — the dot was clearly located within a specific building. "Well, what do you know — it's 
Wigmore Street." 

"May I ask what you're doing?" Eddie ventured. 

"Remember what I told you about the tubes I stripped out of the Dark Light? How they each emit a 
particular wavelength, and how the cumulative output from all four gives a unique signature? Well, this 
morning I connected wirelessly to several masts I've rigged up on buildings round here, so I can 
triangulate any emissions at this precise frequency." Drake patted the side of the computer screen. "With 
this hardware, I'm able to pinpoint it anywhere in the London area." 

"So you're telling me that a Dark Light is being used right there, right now," Eddie surmised, 
indicating the flashing dot. 

"Yes, and I wonder who the victim is?" Drake said, looking thoughtful. 


x x x x x 


The car had drawn up on a double-yellow line in full sight of a parking warden, but the driver didn't 
care — the passenger in the back was far too important and influential for him to be concerned about 
something as trivial as a fine. 

"Action stations," the brawny protection officer next to the driver muttered as he got out. Having 
checked both ways along the pavement, he gave the driver the thumbs up, then went to the rear door of 
the car and opened it. 

"Er... we're here, sir," he said tentatively. 

The Prime Minister looked up from his papers. "So soon? Yes, right," he acknowledged. "I was 
miles away." Closing the file on his lap, he straightened his jacket, tugging at one of the sleeves. He was 
a big bear of a man and always appeared a little awkward in his suits, as if he'd forgotten to remove the 
coat hanger. "I just don't have time for this," he grumbled, passing his hand across his forehead to brush 
his fringe to the side. 

The protection officer escorted the Prime Minister across the pavement and up the steps into the 
building. 

"Sorry I'm late — got held up at the Commons," he announced to the receptionist, without sounding 
the slightest bit sorry. 

"Good morning, sir," she said, putting on her breeziest smile. It was no surprise to her that the Prime 
Minister was behind schedule — he always was, so she'd taken the precaution of blocking out the 
following appointment to make sure other patients weren't inconvenienced. 

"In here?" the Prime Minister began, turning toward the waiting room. 

"No, no need for that, sir. Dr. Christopher will see you straight away." She pressed a quick-dial 
button on her phone and Dr. Christopher's assistant was descending the Georgian staircase almost before 
she'd hung up. 


"If you'd follow me, sir," the assistant said, swiveling on his heels to the staircase again. 


x x x xX x 


The protection officer hadn't accompanied his charge upstairs, instead positioning himself in the 
entrance lobby where he was able to monitor anyone who came into the building. He took out his radio to 
check in with the driver in the car outside. "Big Chief has just gone up for his examination. ETD is likely 
to be—" 

He stopped as he heard a door open behind him. Wheeling round, he saw a woman emerge from a 
room at the end of the lobby. She was razor thin, and wore a sleek black suit over a white shirt with a 
large collar. 

"Come in, Twenty-three," the radio crackled, but the protection officer wasn't listening. Spellbound 
by the woman, he was hardly breathing. The geometry of her face — the unnatural slope of her high 
cheekbones — made it almost inhuman, almost cat-like but, at the same time, feminine and bewitching. 
As her black and stunning beautiful eyes locked onto his, he felt their sheer force, and a coldness spread 
through his body. He shivered. Hers was the look of authority — and such absolute authority that the 
protection officer was overcome by it. 

And although there was no way he could have known it, he was one of very few Topsoilers to have 
laid eyes on a fully-grown Styx woman. 

"Twenty-three, say again?" the radio burbled. 

As the Styx woman turned away and began to glide up the staircase, the protection officer finally took 
a breath. 

"Twenty-three," his radio demanded. "Is there a problem?" 

"No, everything's fine... I just saw this, er, lady," the protection officer answered without thinking. 

"A lady, huh? Having fun in there, are we?" the driver said roguishly. 


xX xX xX x x 


Once on the first floor, the assistant knocked lightly on the door of the consulting room and opened it 
for the Prime Minister, then stepped aside. 

"Gordy, how are you?" Dr. Christopher asked, getting up from his desk. 

"Oh, not too bad. Same old shenanigans, you know," the Prime Minister replied as they shook hands. 
"Very good to see you again, Edward. Hope the family are well." 

"They are, thank you. I know you're on a tight schedule, so would you mind if we went straight to my 
examination room?" 

"Fine by me," the Prime Minister grunted — he'd been about to sit himself in the chair by the desk, 
but now reversed direction and straightened up again. 

"Any problems with your vision?" Dr. Christopher asked. 

"It's not so good later on in the evenings, but I suppose that's just fatigue. Too many cabinet papers 
read by candlelight," the Prime Minister laughed, as he followed the doctor down the corridor and into 
another large room filled with equipment. 

"Let's take a look. If you'd sit yourself down here," Dr. Christopher said, indicating a chair behind the 
retinal imaging system, "and please remove your contact lens — there's a receptacle on your left for it. 
Then if you'd rest your chin on the pad, we can see how your eye's doing." 

"Yes, no need to bother with the other one, is there?” the Prime Minister said. He was referring to his 
left eye, in which he was completely blind. Dr. Christopher braced himself for the usual joke, and the 
Prime Minister was not to disappoint him. "You should be charging me half your normal fee — 
especially with all the flak we had over our expenses," he added. 

"Quite so, quite so," Dr. Christopher chuckled dutifully. "Now if you'll look straight ahead, please." 
He was sitting directly opposite the Prime Minister, peering at his eye through what looked like part of a 
microscope. 

"All very high tech these days," the Prime Minister commented, as Dr. Christopher fiddled with the 


machine. 

"Yes, only the best for my patients," he replied. "I'm going to turn on a light — you might find it a 
little bright to start with." He flicked a switch, and the Prime Minister's eye was suffused by a dark purple 
beam. His body went rigid. 

Watching the Prime Minister carefully, Dr. Christopher rose to his feet. "Lights out, huh, fatty?" he 
said unpleasantly. He stepped round to the man and pinched his cheek to make absolutely sure he wasn't 
conscious. "At least I won't have to listen to your inane chatter for a while." 

The Styx woman slipped into the room. 

"He's Darklit — amazing how quickly it affects him these days," Dr. Christopher commented. 
"There's no resistance at all." 

"That's the beauty of frequent top-ups," she replied, as they both contemplated the Prime Minister. 

Dr. Christopher clapped his hands together, then began toward the door. "Anyway, over to you now. 
I'll be in my room down the corridor when it's time to bring him out." 

"I know where you'll be," the woman said with a beguiling smile, then closed and locked the door 
behind the doctor. 


So, if you're right about this and my people are Darklighting someone, what do we do? Rush over to 
Wigmore Street and catch them in the act?" Eddie asked. "Then what?" 

Drake considered the situation. "By the time we arrived it will probably be all over. No, let's just 
hope the poor sap they're brainwashing doesn't croak in the process. I heard it's not unusual, particularly 
if the subject has a weak heart or a serious medical condition the Styx don't know about." 

"Or pregnant like your friend at university," Eddie suggested. 

Drake shook his head, his expression sad as he remembered. "Yes, Fiona," he said quietly. For a 
moment he stared at the red dot as it continued to pulse on the map, then he abruptly jabbed the escape 
key to close the program. "no, there's no time for this right now — we've enough on our plate as it is. In 
any case, it's probably just some lowly official having his will bent." 


xX x x xX xX 


The Rebecca twins were seated opposite each other on the bare aluminum benches extending along 
either side of the helicopter. Accompanying the girls were the Limiter General, and a further eight Styx 
soldiers, with Tom Cox crammed in at the far end. With all the personnel and their equipment onboard, 
there wasn't much space left. 

"Door gunner," the Limiter General observed as a New Germanian soldier took his position in the seat 
behind a large-bore weapon mounted by the main door. "Looks like they're ready for trouble." 

"They're a cautious lot," Rebecca One agreed. "I thought that briefing was never going to end." 

"Buckle up," the pilot shouted from his cockpit, as he worked his way through a bank of switches, 
thumbing them down one by one. Everyone had tightened their safety harnesses as he hit the last switch 
and the rotors began to trundle slowly around. They built up speed until the whole aircraft was vibrating 
like an old washing machine. 

"Here we go," Rebecca Two said, but after a minute they still weren't in the air. And as she peered 
through the port behind her, she could see that none of the other twelve helicopters had lifted off from the 
runway either. "Is there a problem?" she asked finally, shouting so the Limiter General could hear her 
over the din. 

"The motor takes time to warm up," he replied. 

"What an old bus!" she laughed. 

Then as the Bramo engine reached the right temperature, the helicopter juddered and they were finally 
airborne. The twins were watching the other helicopters as they also began to climb. 

"We're off," the Limiter General said, and the nose of their helicopter dipped. Then they were moving 
forward, sweeping over the sprawling metropolis. 


Rebecca Two was just gesticulating at her sister to tell her that they were passing right over the 
Chancellery when an aircraft rocketed past from the opposite direction. It looked like a sleek, black bat. 

"Look at that thing go!" Rebecca One shouted. 

They hadn't seen anything like it on the airfield. It consisted of one large flying wing with no fuselage 
or tail plane, and from the flames leaping out of the afterburners it was clearly powered by a pair of jet 
engines. The closest thing the twins could compare it with were the spy planes of the US military — 
some of the most technologically advanced aircraft used Topsoil. This flying wing was moving at such 
speed that in less than a second it was no more than a small dot above the ocean. 

"What the hell was that?" Rebecca Two asked. 

Both the twins looked to the Limiter General for an answer. He was nodding to himself. "I suspect it's a 
Horten 229 — built by the Horten brothers for the Nazis in the 1930s, at least three decades before the 
Americans began to develop their stealth bombers," he said. Although he didn't smile, the lines around 
his eyes crinkled as if he was amused. "I reckon I must have dented the Chancellor's pride about his air 
capability, and he's trying to impress with his hardware." 

As the engine powering their helicopter continued to hammer away, they left the airspace above the 
metropolis and rose over the mountain range that extended behind it. 

Rebecca Two was keeping an eye on the other helicopters following behind them in neat formation, 
while her sister was more interested in what lay ahead. She was looking past the pilot as he pulled on the 
joystick, and the helicopter banked and then straightened out on a new course. Through the large area of 
Plexiglas at the front of the cockpit, the incredible vista unfolded before her as the full extent of the jungle 
came into sight — a sea of green that seemed to go on forever. "A virgin world,” she said to herself. 
"What we could do with this." 

Rebecca Two began to take an interest in what the navigator was doing on the other side of the 
cockpit. Tucked behind the pilot, he was obviously in constant touch with him over his headset as he 
studied a circular screen set into an equipment panel. Unbuckling her safety harness, she used a handrail 
to steady herself as she went over to him. 

Tapping him on the arm to get his attention, she pointed at the screen. "What are those dark patches 
there?" she shouted. 

He looked surprised to see her there, but nevertheless slid his headset off so he could hear her. 

"What are those dark areas?" she shouted again. 

"Ein Sturm ist im Kommen," he yelled in response. 

She shrugged — good as her German was, the noise of the engine was making it difficult for her to 
understand him. 

"Storm front," he said, finding the right words in English. "We have to steer around them in these 
copters as the wind currents and electrical discharges... they are so strong. This is a tracking—" 

"It's a radar system for weather patterns," Rebecca Two anticipated, nodding. "But then what's that?" 
she said, pointing at a small and indistinct area of light which slowly faded up, then just as slowly faded 
away again on the monochrome screen. 

Rebecca One had now joined her sister, and was listening to the exchange. 

"Wir wissen nicht... we don't know. Some weeks ago we sent a spotter plane over for a 
reconnaissance, but he finds nothing. Could be a magnetic field... how do you say... eine Abweichung von 
der—" 

"Some sort of anomaly," Rebecca One translated, meeting her sister's eyes. 

Rebecca Two frowned. "Maybe — just maybe — it's one of Drake's gizmos?" she suggested, and 
turned to the navigator again. "Is it close to anything — any features or landmarks?" 

The navigator swiveled in his chair so he could consult a map on a metal shelf by the side of his 
screen, laying a protractor over it. "The closest feature is the third pyramid... the furthest from our current 
position." 

"It's near a pyramid! Why weren't we told about this?" Rebecca One demanded. 

The navigator shrugged. "Anyway, we'll see the area as it's the last drop point scheduled for this 
operation," he replied. 

The twins didn't need to make eye contact — they were both thinking precisely the same thing. 


"No, it's not," Rebecca Two said unequivocally. 
"We're going there first," Rebecca One ordered. "Tell your pilot to re-route us... right now." 


15 


"TI be out here in the car if you need me. Just speak into this," Drake said, as he made sure the 
microphone was attached to the inside of Chester's sleeve. Chester was with Drake in the back seat while 
Eddie was behind the steering wheel. "And Eddie will take up position at the rear," Drake went on. 

"What... in my garden?" Chester said disbelievingly. Through the side window of the Range Rover, 
his eyes were glued on the house further down the street. He tore himself away from it to look at the 
microphone in his sleeve and then the handgun in Drake's lap. "Do we really need all this?" he asked. 

Eddie twisted around to Chester. "Yes, we do. Be ready for anything," he said ominously. He 
checked the street behind in his wing mirror. "And we can't hang around her for long. It's not safe." 

"Look, Chester, I completely understand why you want to do this," Drake began, then sighed. "You 
want to put your parents' minds at rest that you're okay. But, as I keep trying to tell you, it's really not a 
good idea." 

Chester set his jaw but didn't reply. 

Drake's unease was evident as he clenched his fingers into a fist and then opened them again. "You've 
got ten minutes tops with them — there's no way you can stay any longer than that. The Styx will come 
and they won't grab only you — they'll grab your mother and father too. Everyone — and I mean 
everyone — you come into contact with is put at risk." 

"I understand that," Chester mumbled. "I'll make sure they do too." 

Shaking his head, Drake made a last effort at dissuading the boy. "You must realize how this is going 
to play out. Your parents aren't going to let you breeze in and then just go off again. They'll want to 
know where you've been all this time, and with whom — they'll demand an explanation. But you can't 
tell them. Then, when you try to leave, they'll kick up one hell of a fuss and probably contact the 
authorities, and that's tantamount to making a direct call to the Styx." 

Chester began to say something, but Drake spoke over him. 

"And afterwards, when the alarm's been raised and you've vanished into the sunset again, the Styx will 
round up your parents and interrogate them to see what they know." 

"No, I'll make my mum and dad listen to me," Chester replied hoarsely. "They'll do what I ask, 
because they trust me." 

"It's going to take a lot more than trust," Drake said. "These are your parents we're talking about. 
They'll fight tooth and claw to stop you from leaving." 

Chester let out a tremulous breath. "No, I have to let them see I'm all right. I owe them that much, 
don't I?" He looked beseechingly at Drake, who merely shook his head again. 

"Some things are better left as they are," the man replied, but Chester had gone back to watching his 
house. 

"Right now, I bet my dad will be having his cup of coffee in front of the evening news on the TV. My 
mum will be in the kitchen, with the radio on as she makes supper. But whatever they're doing, they're 
probably thinking about me. You see, I'm all they've got. My sister Annie died in an accident when she 
was little, and there's only me. I can't let them go on suffering, believing that something terrible happened 
to me too. Nothing can be worse than... than the not knowing." 

Drake worked the slide of his handgun. "Well, don't say I didn't try to talk you out of it." 

Eddie started the car and edged it down the street. When he was several houses away from Chester's 
home, he pulled up. 

"Let's go," he said, and they all climbed out at the same time. As Drake took Eddie's place behind the 
steering wheel, the Styx escorted Chester along the pavement. 

"This is it," Chester said, as they reached his home. 

"Good luck," Eddie whispered, then peeled off to go around the side of the house. 

Taking a few steps up the crazy-paving path, Chester stopped to gaze at his front door. Then he 
noticed the blind pulled down inside the kitchen window, and that there was movement behind it. 

"Mum," he said, and beamed. 


He walked slowly along the remainder of the short path. Everything looked exactly the same — the 
small areas of grass either side of the path had been recently cut. During the summer months his father 
always got the mower out on Sundays, in the evenings when it was cooler. 

Chester looked for the squat concrete frog that was poised in the border, its tongue protruding as if it 
was lying in wait for a concrete fly to buzz past it. The gray color of the frog, specked in places with 
dried lichen, was rather dull in contrast to the envelope of eye-catching flowers surrounding it. These 
were his mother's work — she made regular trips to the local garden center and completely replanted the 
border every couple of months whether it needed it or not, choosing the brightest and most dazzling 
blooms. "Well, it makes me happy," she would declare to Chester's father when he inevitably queried the 
cost. To which he would say nothing, because if it made her happy then he was happy too. 

Nothing has stopped. Everything's gone on as usual without me, Chester realized suddenly. The 
rituals that were unique to the Rawls' family life, all the routines and activities that had filled the in- 
between times as he'd grown up were still continuing, even though he wasn't present. These touchstones 
to his life had persisted even though he hadn't been around to enjoy them. Part of him felt that somehow 
they should have come to an end, or have at least been put on hold until he returned home again, because 
they were his rituals too. 

These thoughts made him all the more desperate to see his parents. He wanted them to know he was 
still part of the family, even if he hadn't been around. 

He entered the porch, and took a second to run his hand over his hair so it wouldn't look too messy 
before he pressed the button. 

The sound of the bell ringing inside made his heart beat faster. He knew its loose tinkling so well. 

He heard voices. 

"I'm home!" he said out loud, his face split by a broad smile. "I'm really home," he said even more 
loudly. 

He saw someone behind the mottled glass of the front door — a shifting human outline. 

He felt as though he was going to explode. 

The door opened and his mother stood there, drying her hands on a tea towel. 

Chester stared at her, so overcome with emotion he was unable to speak. 

"Yes, what can I do for you?" Mrs. Rawls asked, glancing him over casually. 

"Mu..." he managed to squeeze through his quivering lips as the tears began to fill his eyes. She 
looked exactly the same — her dark brown hair cut very short, and the reading glasses she was always 
mislaying balanced on top of her head. "Mu..." Chester tried to say again, drinking in her face, which was 
exactly how he'd pictured it during all those weeks and moths he'd been underground. Perhaps it was a 
little older than the last time he had seen it, with recently acquired worry lines around the eyes, but 
Chester didn't notice these because it was the face of someone he loved like no one else. He raised his 
arms, wanting to throw them around her and hug her. 

But she didn't show any reaction, except for her brows, which lowered in a frown. "Yes?" Mrs. Rawls 
repeated, giving him one of those askance looks he'd seen her give people in the street who asked for 
money. Then, even more unbelievably, she took a step back from the doorway. "Oh, I know — you've 
come for the clothes, haven't you?" she announced crisply. "It's all ready for you to take." She gestured 
at a white plastic bag behind the milk bottles in the corner of the porch. It was full and there was a name 
printed on it, but Chester couldn't read it because his eyes were flooding with tears. 

"Who is it?" Mr. Rawls called from inside. 

"Dad," Chester swallowed. 

Mrs. Rawls had been too distracted to hear him. "Just someone from the charity to collect our old 
clothes,” she shouted back down the hallway. 

"I hope you haven't tried to chuck out my favorite cardigan again," came the rejoinder from inside, 
followed by a loud chuckle. The chuckle was all but drowned out by a sudden burst of music. Chester 
had been right; his father, a creature of habit, was watching television in the sitting room. And, ironically, 
the music sounded like a marching band playing a bombastic homecoming tune. 

By now, Mrs. Rawls had noticed that Chester was crying. He took half a step toward her, but she 
sidled defensively behind the front door, which she began to close. 


"You are from the charity, aren't you?" Mrs. Rawls asked, becoming suspicious. 

Chester found his voice. "Mum!" It came out in rather an ugly croak. "It's me!" 

But she still didn't show any sign that she recognized him. If anything, the concern on her face 
became more pronounced. 

"You haven't come to collect the clothes at all, have you?" Mrs. Rawls decided, now set on closing the 
door. 

Not knowing what else to do, Chester stuck his foot inside the threshold to block it open. "What's 
wrong, Mum? Don't you recognize me?" he demanded. 

"Jeff," Mrs. Rawls said weakly, her voice choked with panic as she called her husband. 

"But it's me — Chester!" Chester exhorted her. 

For a moment anger supplanted fear, and Mrs. Rawls' face flushed red. "Go away!" she snapped. She 
put her weight against the door, but Chester pushed back, resisting her efforts to shut it. 

"Mum, I can't have changed that much," he whined. "Can't you see who I am? It's me — your son." 

As Mrs. Rawls swore at him, the sheer insanity of the situation was too much for Chester, and 
something snapped in his head. "Let me in," he growled, shouldering the door all the way open. His 
mother was thrown back as far as the kitchen entrance, where she caught hold of the jamb to regain her 
balance. 

Chester strode into the hallway and shut thrust his finger at a large photograph on the wall. He hadn't 
seen it before — it was from the very last family outing they'd gone on, in the weeks before Chester had 
disappeared. 

In the photograph they were standing together in a pod on the London Eye, Big Ben visible behind 
them. He remembered how a Japanese tourist had taken the photograph of the three of them using his 
father's camera. The outing had been a special treat for him, his parents picking him up straight after 
school. And there he was in the picture, still wearing his uniform. 

"Look — that's me! With you and Dad!" Chester shouted. "What's wrong with you?" 

"Get... out... of... my... house!" Mrs. Rawls said, emphasizing each word, and then giving a strangled, 
strange laugh. "You're not my son!" She called for Mr. Rawls again, but this time she screamed his name 
at the top of her voice. Chester had never seen her like this before. He couldn’t believe what was 
happening. 

There was a crash as Mr. Rawls came flying out of the sitting room, a dark stain down his white shirt 
where he'd spilt his coffee. This time he'd heard his wife's call for help over the television. 

"What's going on?" Mr. Rawls barked. 

"This boy's disturbed or something! He's saying he's Chester," Mrs. Rawls shouted as Mr. Rawls 
advanced toward him. 

"He's what?" Mr. Rawls exclaimed, throwing a glance at his wife. Still gripping the tea towel, she 
was twisting it anxiously between her hands. 

"He's saying he's our son," Mrs. Rawls confirmed. 

Mr. Rawls turned on Chester. He was normally a very shy man, barely even making eye contact with 
people he didn't know well, but he was angry now, and was staring directly at Chester. "How dare you? 
You... you sick person!" he fumed. "How dare you come here and say things like that? Our son is 
missing, and you're nothing like him." 

"But Dad..." Chester pleaded. He was cowed by his father's fury, but thrust a finger at the photograph 
again. "I'm me... that's me! Can't you see who I am?" 

"Get off my property right now or I'll call the police. In fact, Emily, go and call them anyway. Tell 
them a madman's loose in the neighborhood." As Chester's mother rushed into the kitchen, Mr. Rawls 
seized an umbrella from where it was propped against the wall and brandished it at him. "You lowlife!" 
he snarled. "After some money for drugs or something, are you?" 

"Dad, Dad," Chester was begging, holding out his hands. 

"Get out — or, so help me — I will use this on you!" Mr. Rawls shouted. 

But Chester didn't move. 

"Right, you asked for it!" Just as Mr. Rawls began to swing the umbrella at Chester, Drake pushed 
the boy aside. Catching Mr. Rawls' wrist, Drake twisted his arms and forced him down onto his knees. 


"TI take that," he said, as he wrenched the umbrella from Mr. Rawls’ grip, then spun round to Chester. 
The boy was staring dumbly at his father, who was still threatening blue murder, but unable to get up 
because Drake had him in an arm lock. "Snap out of it, Chester," Drake said. When Chester didn't react, 
he raised his voice. "Back to the car — now!" he ordered. 

Eddie was suddenly there, bundling Chester away. 

Drake heaved Mr. Rawls over onto his back, then slung the umbrella down the length of the hallway. 
"Sorry to bother you. Wrong house,” he said as he left, slamming the front door behind him. 

As they drove away at some speed, Chester was slumped against the car door. He was shaking as he 
mumbled, "I don't understand," over and over again. 

Drake put a hand on his shoulder and the boy flinched. 

"They've got no idea what they're doing, Chester. Your parents have been Darklit — that's why they 
didn't recognize you. Isn't that right, Eddie?" 

"Yes, that's correct,” the Limiter replied, without a moment's hesitation. 

"Their behavioral patterns have been modified — rewired, if you like — and I bet they've been 
conditioned to contact a Styx agent the moment you showed your face," Drake said. "They'll believe 
they're calling the police, but it'll be a different number. They'll have no conscious control over what 
they're doing. So I'm afraid the Styx have already got to them, Chester." 

"Which means we need to make ourselves scarce," Eddie said, accelerating straight through a set of 
red lights. 


16 


Will saw the flash of lightning through his closed eyes. As the whole tree shook with an almost 
simultaneous crash of thunder, he and Dr. Burrows were wrenched from their sleep. 

"That was an almighty one," Dr. Burrows declared, getting up and stretching his arms. 

"Yeah, another megastorm," Will agreed. Beyond the reach of the tree branches where he expected 
the sky to be overshadowed by thick cloud cover, he saw with some surprise how bright it was. "But it 
seems to have completely blown over — we must have slept through the worst of it." 

Despite the incredible amount of foliage in the gargantuan tree above the base, the odd raindrop was 
making its way through and landing on Will. He became transfixed as these drops ended their marathon 
journeys, splattering on the floor and leaving dark patches as the moisture seeped into the rough timber. 

"Time to get up,” Dr. Burrows announced. "But first, I think some brekky's in order." 

Although Will felt like going back to sleep, his hunger got the better of him. He followed his father's 
lead and stumbled toward the Bergen, which Elliott had suspended by a single cord from an overhead 
branch in an effort to keep the food away from ants. Will and Dr. Burrows each helped themselves to a 
mango fruit from the crop that Elliott had gathered the day before. There was no sign of her of Bartleby, 
and Will assumed she'd gone off to do some hunting. 

Sitting cross-legged by the table, Dr. Burrows was scribbling in his journal as he bit into a hunk of 
mango. Will knew he was unlikely to get an answer if he asked what his father was working on, so 
instead he sat on the very edge of the platform. He looked over at the pyramid through the overhanging 
branches. In the intense sunshine, both the pyramid and the margin of grassland surrounding it glistened 
from the recent monsoon. The heat was already having an effect on the moisture, turning it into clouds of 
water vapor, which were whisked away by the occasional breeze. 

"It's funny how nothing ever changes here, isn't it?" Will said, still not yet fully awake and already 
perspiring from the heat. "I mean it's not always sunny... always the same weather, except for these 
thunderstorms, and there are no winters or seasons or anything. It's like the clock stopped in some baking 
hot summer." 

His mouth full, Dr. Burrows mumbled something unintelligible in response. 

Will began to kick his feet out, swinging them alternately. It reminded him so much of the outings to 
a rather basic adventure park in Highfield, when he'd been much younger. Covered in a film of sun block, 
he'd always made a beeline for the swings in the hope that they hadn't been vandalized. But even if they 
were in working order, Mrs. Burrows very rarely offered to push him, preferring to browse her glossy 
film and TV magazines on a nearby bench. So he'd had no alternative but to learn how to swing himself, 
or just sit there, while other children were pushed by their mothers or fathers. 

"I wonder how Mum is," Will began as he thought about the last time he'd seen her in the motorway 
café. "I wonder how she and Drake are getting on. I hope she's—" 

"Oh, do shut up," Dr. Burrows snapped. His face had turned puce, and Will noticed that he'd crushed 
the section of mango he'd been eating in his clenched fist. The juice dripped from his hand as he lurched 
to his feet. "Can't you live in the present? Can't you make the most of the incredible opportunity you've 
been given here? You're always harking back to the past, and that's not healthy, especially for someone 
your age." He stomped toward the large tree trunk they used to enter and leave the base, then paused. "In 
this world, none of us have shadows," he said, then began to climb down to the ground. 

"What does that mean?" Will mouthed at the space where Dr. Burrows had been, but he knew very 
well that he'd touched a raw nerve when he mentioned Mrs. Burrows. It was clearly painful for his father 
to think about the wife who had rejected him when he and Will had returned Topsoil. But there was no 
way Will was going to turn his back on his mother — he's seen a new side to her, and she was constantly 
in his thoughts. The brief time he'd had with her had made him realize, deep down, just how much he 
loved her. 

Although these days he didn't go there as often as he would have liked, Will had found himself a 
secluded spot near a small spring where he'd set up crosses to honor the members of his family he'd lost. 
And while he was there, lying in the grass and remembering Uncle Tam, Sarah Jerome and Cal, he would 


also think about his mother, and pray that she was safe from the Styx. He had a permanent reminder of 
them nearby because, sealed inside an old medicine bottle to protect them from the damp, he'd buried the 
vials of Dominion virus and vaccine on the other side of the spring. 

So this spring was a place of contradiction for him — on the one side all that had been good in his 
life, and on the other the lethal virus that the murderous Styx had been preparing to use to commit 
genocide, and decimate the Topsoil population. 

Unlike his father, Will didn't want to forget the past. He felt he owed the people who had lost their 
lives, possibly as a result of the chain of events that he'd put into motion when he'd first crashed through 
the door into the Colony with Chester at his side. Will mulled over whether to visit the spring now, but 
then decided he should probably go and help his father. If he'd upset him, then he needed to patch things 
up between them, and offering his assistance was a sure-fire way of doing this. So Will washed his face 
with water from one of the canteens, swung his Sten gun over his shoulder, and began for the tree trunk in 
order to descend from the base. 

He'd crossed the grassland and was climbing the side of the pyramid when he first heard a sound that 
made the hairs on the back of his neck stand up. Certain he'd picked up the throb of a distant engine, he 
paused for a moment. He listened hard, then shook his head. If there had been anything, it seemed to 
have stopped now, but nevertheless he began to take even bigger leaps up the tiers, frantically trying to 
locate his father. As he reached halfway up the pyramid, he ran along the tier, scanning the clearing 
below just in case Dr. Burrows was working on their recent finds down there. Turning the corner at the 
end of the tier, Will finally spotted his father. He'd been on the far side of the pyramid, where he was 
examining the moving stones. 

Dr. Burrows appeared to have already got over his irritation with his son as he looked across at him. 
"Ah, there you are," he shouted, his hand on one of the stones as he pulled it out as far as it would go. 
"I'm seeing if—" 

"Dad! Did you hear that?" Will yelled at him, pointing urgently at the sky. 

"Just a minute," Dr. Burrows said, mistaking his son's gestures as a greeting and giving him a small 
wave in return. As Will reached him, Dr. Burrows had taken hold of the next stone along in the row and 
was adjusting its position. "I'm trying out a new appr—" 

Just then, carried on a gust of wind, the sound came again for a few seconds. This time there was no 
doubt in Will's mind that he'd heard it, although Dr. Burrows seemed oblivious to everything but the 
moving stones. 

"For God's sake, just leave those alone! Didn't you hear that?" Will pressed him. 

"Hear what?" Dr. Burrows answered, retracting his hand from the stones and cocking his head to one 
side. 

He didn't have to try too hard to hear it this time. 

A helicopter thundered into sight, flying so low it was scattering the rainwater from the tops of the 
trees. It climbed, coming to a halt directly above the pyramid. With all the force of a minor tornado, the 
intense downdraught from the rotors blew in Will and Dr. Burrows' faces, and churned up rain-soaked grit 
and dust from the pyramid. Father and son crouched low as they tried to prevent themselves from being 
step off the side. 

"What is it?" Dr. Burrows shouted, as he tried to creep further out on the ledge for a better look. 

"No, you idiot!" Will cried, yanking his bemused father back against the side of the pyramid in an 
attempt to hide them both. 

"But who's in it?" Dr. Burrows was asking. 

"Just shut up!" Will ordered him. Now they were tucked in and less obvious to anyone above. Will 
didn't have a line of sight on the helicopter, and in any case he didn't much care who was in it — there 
was no question in his mind that it was a military aircraft. And coming on top of Dr. Burrows' previous 
sighting of a Stuka, its arrival on the scene was hardly likely to be good news. 

Nevertheless, Will ventured a small distance out from the wall. Blinking against the dust and the 
wind from the rotors, he caught a brief glimpse of the pilot wearing a helmet and dark goggles. Then, as 
the helicopter rotated slowly around, Will saw that the side door of the helicopter was open. A soldier 
manning a substantial-looking gun was poised in it. 


As he kept watching, coils of rope were flung from both sides of the helicopter and unraveled to their 
full length. 

The Will saw something else that made his heart skip a beat. Behind the door gunner, he spied the 
gaunt faces of Limiters dressed in their characteristic camouflage. Then he saw one of them aiming his 
rifle — it was directed straight in Will's direction. 

"Styx! There are Styx in it!" Will babbled, throwing himself back against the wall and wrenching the 
Sten gun from his shoulder. He cocked it ready to fire. 

We've got to get out of here! 

Will hurriedly scanned the jungle across from them. As he was trying to calculate whether they had 
any hope of crossing the clearing to reach it, he thought he glimpsed Elliott. She seemed to show herself 
from behind one of the massive tree trunks. 

He didn't have time to look further. 

At that instant, a whole host of other helicopters appeared over the trees, stopping in a circular holding 
pattern around the first. They maintained a low altitude just above the treetops, their blades stirring up the 
branches and causing a whirl storm of scattered leaves. 

Above the clamor of the massed helicopters, Will heard the unmistakable crack of rifle fire. Shards of 
stone splintered over him and his father. They were being pinned down by precise firing. He knew then 
that the Styx wanted them alive — Limiters didn't miss. 

Will threw a glance back at the jungle. There was no way they could reach it, even if he and his father 
took advantage of the low gravity and pitched themselves off the side of the pyramid. The distance was 
just too great — the Styx sharpshooters would have plenty of time to pick off anyone fleeing across the 
clearing. It wasn't an option. 

Dr. Burrows seemed completely lost, cowering against the wall and hugging his journal in both arms, 
as if preserving it was all that mattered to him. Will peeked out again at the helicopter directly overhead. 
He wished he hadn't, catching a glimpse of the dark forms of Limiters silhouetted against the white sky as 
they abseiled down the ropes. There were six of them, all sliding toward the top of the pyramid at speed. 

Acting on impulse, Will pointed his Sten at the Styx soldiers, but a hailstorm of bullets rained down. 
Shots were being fired by Limiters in the other helicopters, striking the ledge mere meters from him. He 
lowered his weapon and slumped back against the wall. What was the point against all this firepower and 
such numbers? 

"We've had it," Will muttered to his father. 

There was no escaping from this, and he felt listless, as though all his energy had been sapped. 

He heard a shout from the top of the pyramid. It was a Styx directing the other soldiers to the ledge 
where he and his father were trapped. 

The Limiters had landed. 

They were so close now. 

"It's all over, Dad." 

Will put his arm around his face and shut his eyes, waiting for the inevitable. 

Waiting for capture. 

Then the inexplicable happened. 

The wall they were pressed against and the stone floor below them gave way. 

"Whoa!" Dr. Burrows shrieked. 

They both plunged into darkness. 


"Hey!" Rebecca Two exclaimed, as they continued to hover above the pyramid. "Where'd they go?" 

"What?" Rebecca One snapped from further inside the helicopter, where she'd been unable to see as 
much as her sister. She squeezed in between the door gunner and her sister in order to get a better view. 
"Don't tell me we've lost them! How can that be?" 

The first wave of Limiters to alight on the plateau-like area at the top of the pyramid were already 
searching the tier where Will and Dr. Burrows had been. Other helicopters were setting down in the 


clearing, men leaping from them the moment the ground was close enough. And the barks of stalkers 
echoed around the trees as their handlers began to pick up on the many scent trails. 
"They won't get far," Rebecca Two said. 


x x x x xX 


In unbroken darkness, Will was rolling over and over as he tumbled down an incline. He tried not to 
yell out as his elbows and knees knocked against multiple corners — he realized they were the edges of a 
flight of stairs, and thankfully each step was relatively shallow or the pain would have been that much 
worse. 

As he landed face down on a stone floor, the wind was knocked completely from him. Managing to 
get his lungs working again, he immediately cast around for his Sten, which he'd dropped on the way 
down. With the image of the Limiters descending on their ropes still fresh on his retinas, Will knew how 
vital it was he located his weapon. 

But what had happened? 

The Styx soldiers had almost been on them, but by some incredible stroke of luck, he'd managed to 
escape. 

But where was he now? And where was his father? 

Having got his breath back, he rolled over onto his side and began to shout, "Dad, Dad, are you 
there?" 

There was a moan and something clouted Will on the top of his head. He reached out and grabbed it. 
He discovered it was Dr. Burrows' foot. "Watch it, Dad," he warned, feeling the leg above it, then pulling 
himself alongside his father, who was lying on his back and clearly stunned. "Are you okay?" Will asked, 
shaking him by the arm. 

"Ow!" Dr. Burrows complained after a moment, then spoke in a disgruntled voice. "Please, just let go 
of me, Will — that arm's bloody sore." 

Satisfied his father didn't seem to be too badly injured, Will released him, then tried to get his 
thoughts in order. "That was close — I thought we'd had it." 

Their escape had been nothing short of a miracle, and he still couldn't work out who it had happened. 

"You got us inside the pyramid, Dad! How did you work out the code on the stones?" 

"I didn't do anything,” Dr. Burrows admitted, as he sat up, feeling his leg gingerly. "And I'm getting 
too old for this. My poor knees." 

"If it wasn't you, the... then how did we end up in here?" Will asked, trying to see what lay in the 
darkness around them. 

"Search me," Dr. Burrows responded, groaning as he stood up and began to rummage through his 
pockets. 

The instincts Will had honed during the months he'd spent deep in the Earth were returning, and he 
clapped his hands together, gauging the extent of the resultant echo. "Quite big in here," he observed. 

Dr. Burrows was still going through his pockets. "Yes, but we need to have a proper look at where we 
are, and for that we need some light. Got anything on you?" 

"Um... don’t think so," Will said, also standing up to check his trousers, although he knew it was 
unlikely that he did — the permanent daylight had made it completely unnecessary to carry a luminescent 
orb around with him. 

"Aha!" Dr. Burrows said, as he came across a small tube of matches he'd helped himself to from the 
stores in the fallout shelter. "Windproof matches. Good old army issue. Here we go," he declared as he 
took one out and struck it on the base of the tube. 

Will saw they were in a chamber, its roof some ten meters above them. Only two of the walls were 
visible in the flickering light cast by the match, and set into the one directly behind him he could see the 
stone steps they'd fallen down. 

"The floor," Dr. Burrows whispered. "Look at it." 

They were both standing on what appeared to be shapes carved into the floor, but unlike the plain 
reliefs on the exterior of the pyramid, these ones were colored. 


Dr. Burrows began to investigate, taking several steps as he held the match down low. "I think it's a 
map. There are features like rivers and mountains, and what must be cities on this. Look — it certainly is 
amap! It's of the outer world! Here's Asia, And here's Europe." As he tried to see more of the map, he 
was sidestepping so quickly he nearly lost his balance. "All these continents are shown so accurately — 
how is that possible?" He scuttled even further along. "And here's North America!" He whistled 
expansively. "No! So these people — the Ancients — were there millennia before Columbus!" 

"Before Columbus?" Will repeated, too preoccupied to fully grasp what his father was saying. 

"Yes — and they could reach all these continents because they didn't have to navigate the oceans — 
they came from inside the globe. They had the whole world at their feet." 

"Dad, I could do with some light over here," Will said, his patience wearing thin as his father 
continued to babble excitedly. At that very moment, Will's priority was to locate his Sten gun, but there 
was no sign of it anywhere. 

"Damn it!" Dr. Burrows said, as the match burnt his fingers and went out. As darkness swamped 
them again, Will could hear him scrabbling with the packet. 

With another match lit, Dr. Burrows moved over the map in the direction of the far wall. What was 
on it immediately caught his attention. There were more painted carvings, but this time it wasn't a map. 

A long procession was depicted on it. The figures were at least twice life size, and from their finery 
and the elaborate crowns on their heads they had to be sovereigns. Behind the king — if it truly was a 
king — was the queen, and she was being borne along in a sedan chair. Then came soldiers or possibly 
the royal guard, some in chariots that were each being pulled by four white stallions. 

And with this discovery, even Will forgot that he'd been trying to find the Sten for a second as he took 
in the spectacle. Then he noticed something in the scene. "Dad," he whispered. "It's the symbol from my 
pendant again." 

"Yes, it's in the ruler's cartouche," Dr. Burrows said, pointing at the panel below the kingly figure, 
where the three-pronged emblem was picked out in gold alongside some other pictograms. 

"Not just there — it's all over the place," Will corrected him, spotting it on the crowns of the king and 
queen, and on a scepter the king was holding. 

In fact, the trident symbol was also emblazoned on the shields and breastplates of many of the royal 
guard, the gilding on them reflecting the last light of Dr. Burrows' dying match. "Exquisite," he 
whispered, but as he moved further along the wall, the flame spluttered and went out. 

"Blast! I've got to see more!" he said, fumbling for another. 

As they were plunged back into darkness again, Will woke up to their current situation. "Dad, this is 
crazy. We just don’t have time for this. There are Limiters out there, and they'll be trying to work out 
where we've gone. They won't just stop. They'll try everything to get at us inside here. And Elliott's all 
by herself too. We've got to reach her somehow." Will's voice became muffled as he turned to peer into 
the gloom behind him. "I have to find my Sten gun. It's our only weapon." 

"Spare me the lecture, Will," Dr. Burrows replied. "I've got a whole box of matches, and it won't hurt 
to have another quick peek at these scenes. Then we'll try to find another way out. Okay?" 

Will didn't say anything as his father attempted to strike yet another match. Dr. Burrows couldn't get 
it lit on the first or second attempts. "Oh, come on," he said. 

But as he finally managed it, the chamber was suddenly filled with more light than could have come 
from a single match. 

Will and Dr. Burrows were encircled by burning torches. And behind these torches were what, at first 
glance, could have been trees, covered in rough bark. 

That was until Will noticed that they had limbs — arms and legs — which approximated to the human 
form. And although completely covered by the woody, flaking bark, faces were discernable beneath it. 
Will could make out their mouths, and their small eyes with brown pupils, which glinted in the torchlight. 

With a rustling, the figures closed in on Will and Dr. Burrows. 

"E-E-E-Elliott's trees," Will stuttered, terrified out of his wits. 


xX xX x x x 


Several patrols of Limiters had taken up position along the four sides of the plateau a the very top of 
the pyramid, while the Rebecca twins strolled behind them, surveying the activity down at ground level. 
As the Limiter General climbed up onto the plateau, he conferred briefly with one of his men, who passed 
something to him, and then he came straight over to the girls. 

As he reached them, he held out a small black box. "First off, this is the radio emitter that was 
registering on the weather radar system. It was hidden over there, lodged in a crevice," he said, glancing 
behind the twins. 

Rebecca Two took it from him, and examined the length of wire dangling from it. 

"We haven't opened it to assess the technology, because we didn't want to disrupt the signal," the 
Limiter General told them. 

"Yes, leave it running,” Rebecca One agreed. "Odds-on Drake's behind this device — he'll have 
sourced it from one of his techie mates." 

"And what else?" Rebecca Two urged the Limiter General. 

"We've carried out an evaluation of the tracks left in the vicinity. There are four sets in total: three 
human, one of which is adult and the other two younger, and they're sometimes accompanied by an 
animal, which is likely to be the Hunter," he replied. 

"That figures... so it just Dr. Buckwheat, Will and Elliott we're dealing with here," Rebecca Two 
concluded. 

The Limiter General nodded, then resumed. "Stalkers are finding multiple scent trails on all points of 
the compass," he said with a wave of his hand at the surrounding jungle. "We located the targets' camp in 
a nearby tree at the edge of the clearing." He made a quarter turn to show the Rebecca twins where he 
meant. "It's down on the south side." 

"Anything there?" Rebecca Two inquired. 

"Food, water, spare clothes and a limited amount of ammunition, but we haven't finished searching it 
yet. There was an improvised device with a tripwire rigged across the main approach, which we made 
safe. The explosive utilized in the device was C4 — the powerful Topsoil explosive." 

"Follows. Also provided by Drake, no doubt," Rebecca One surmised. 

"And it tells us that Elliott is still up to her old tricks," her sister added. "How predictable." 

The Limiter General continued his report. "There are numerous items — bones, coins, pieces of 
pottery and glass — that don't appear to have been out of the ground for long." 

"Dr. Buckwheat," Rebecca One snorted. "Some things never change." 

"And we've also found some human skulls, three of which look fairly recent. They appear to have 
been impaled on stakes, and one shows damage to the temple consistent with a gunshot wound, possibly 
inflicted at close range." The Limiter General glanced at Colonel Bismarck, who was out of hearing 
distance. "Perhaps they belong to the New Germanians who went missing." 

"Let our friends discover that for themselves. It's not our problem,” Rebecca One said, flicking her 
head impatiently. "Tell us about Dr. Buckwheat and Will? Where are they now?" she asked. 

"If you'll come with me," the Limiter General requested, leading them from the top of the pyramid 
and to the next tier down. "The last sighting of the targets was here, on this ledge. The dust raised by the 
helicopter restricted visibility, but after some rapid movements, the two of them simply dropped out of 
view," he reported. "And the dogs have been unable to pick up any fresh tracks leading from the area." 

The twins were digesting this information as they began to pick their way along the ledge. 

"So we had them on a plate — they were caught out in the open — and yet, somehow, we still lost 
them," Rebecca One said, a vindictive tone to her voice. 

Her sister blew through her lips, shaking her head reproachfully. "Take us to where they were," she 
ordered. "The exact spot." 

As the Limiter General showed them the place, the four man patrol of soldiers assigned to protect the 
Styx girls hurriedly moved out of their way. 

Rebecca Two examined the wall, while her sister knelt down, running her fingertips along a narrow 
gap between two blocks of stone on the ledge itself. She clicked her fingers at the nearest Limiter, 
indicating she wanted the combat knife on his belt. He unsheathed it and handed it to her. "Do you think 
your men might have been distracted — maybe they failed to notice as our two friends hotfooted it down 


the side of pyramid?" Rebecca One inquired, as she used the tip of the knife to probed several places 
along the gap, but was unable to penetrate very far into it. "The lower gravity would have helped them 
make a quick getaway." 

"And there weren't any obvious signs of a concealed opening in this old heap," Rebecca Two 
remarked as she watched her sister. 

The Limiter General hovered uneasily behind the Styx twins. He didn't like it that the reliability of his 
report was being called into question. 

"So, what do you say?" Rebecca One asked the Limiter General, showing her dissatisfaction by 
looking away as she addressed him. 

He set his shoulders, confident of his information. "From three different viewpoints in three different 
helicopters, my men were zeroed in on the two targets. As you know, my men were laying down fire in a 
containment pattern, to ensure the targets remained in place. There were no sightings of them escaping 
into the jungle," he stated clearly. "And there's no question in my mind that this was their last known 
position." 

Appearing from nowhere, Cox glided over to and stopped by the wall. Lifting the shawl from his 
face, he inclined his misshapen head, and began to waft air toward his nose with his hand. Sniffing 
noisily, he shuffled a few steps along the ledge and again sampled the air, repeating this until he was 
directly below Dr. Burrows' moving stones. But Cox wasn't interested in the stones. He sniffed deeply 
for one last time, as if making absolutely sure. "Right ‘ere, my girls," he proclaimed, raking his feet over 
the ground in the same way a chicken does before it begins to peck some unfortunate worm into pieces. 

Cox was precisely where Will and Dr. Burrows had been tucked into the wall as they'd tried to hide 
from the helicopter. "Right ‘ere, I smell fear... this is where the quarry went to ground." 

"I give you Tom Cox..." Rebecca One announced melodramatically, with a sweep of her arm. 
"better even than any stalker." 

Her sister turned to the Limiter General, who nodded at the girl's unspoken command. "We'll bring 
up the munitions," he said. "We'll flush them out, even if we have to tear this whole pyramid apart." 


x x x x x 


The strange figures had Will and Dr. Burrows completely surrounded. 

"Dad, the trees... they've got weapons... and they don't look too friendly," Will warned in an 
incredulous whisper as he saw they had swords drawn, and a couple of them were armed with spears. The 
iron of their weapons glinted dully in the bizarre hands of the figures, which Will was studying as they 
came closer. It was as if the skin had grown so profusely that it was raised from their digits in whorls, 
making their fingers appear swollen and cumbersome. 

"Don't panic... don't do anything to alarm these... um..." Dr. Burrows whispered back, hesitating as he 
came up with a name for the strange beings, "these ‘bushmen’." 

"Alarm them?" Will replied, then noticed something that made him do a double take. "Dad, that one's 
got my Sten, and he looks like he knows how to use it!" Will was right — the bushman was holding the 
Sten correctly with his unwieldy hands, and was pointing it straight at Will and Dr. Burrows. 

"Hmm," Dr. Burrows said, trying to give his son the impression that he was calm. "Yes, they seem to 
be humanoid — perhaps their appearance is due to some sort of skin mutation? And I agree with you that 
they definitely seem to be intelligent. I'm going to have a shot at communicating with them." 

Dr. Burrows opened his journal slowly, so as not to startle them, and then, after a few seconds, began 
to speak in a language the likes of which Will had never heard before. The words sounded harsh and 
epiglottal. 

The bushmen rustled a little, but otherwise there was no reaction. 

"Might be my pronunciation is wrong, if indeed they are capable of language," Dr. Burrows remarked. 

"Whatever you're going to do, just get on with it!" Will urged. 

Dr. Burrows tried again. This time there was no rustling, but somewhere from the circle of bushmen 
came a reply, in the same ugly language Dr. Burrows had used. 

"Yes, yes, yes!" Dr. Burrows was beside himself with excitement, getting his pencil stub out and 


scribbling in his journal. "Did you see which one spoke?" he whispered to Will, as he translated the 
response. "He or she said that... we have... trespassed and if we don't leave the temple... the guards — or 
more accurately — guardians... are going to..." Dr. Burrows glanced nervously at Will. "Kill us. Christ, 
Will, they're going to kill us." 

The Bushmen began to shuffle slowly forward, closing in on the two Burrows. 

"Is it all right to panic now?" Will asked, frantically scanning around the circle of bushmen to see if 
there was anywhere he could break through it. 

Dr. Burrows didn't offer an answer, but gulped loudly. 

Will had a brainwave. "The symbols on the wall... I'm going to try something," he whispered 
urgently. He stuck his hand inside his shirt and tore the pendant Uncle Tam had given him from around 
his neck. Then he brandished it at the bushmen, showing it to as many of them as he could, as if he was 
fending off a gang of blood-crazed vampires with a crucifix. "Quick — tell them something, Dad... tell 
them I'm their ruler, their king or something, and that they have to obey us and let us stay here." 

Dr. Burrows was no help. "Er," he'd just mumbled, when one of the bushmen lashed out, sending the 
pendant spinning from Will's hand. Another of them said something which sounded curt, even in their 
ungainly tongue. 

"Oh," was all Will could manage, noticing that the bushmen's eyes now looked even more hostile, and 
how they were raising their weapons. 

"That didn't do us any good," Dr. Burrows said. "He just swore at you — he called you a thief. 
There's no way they're going to let us stay here now." 

"Thanks a bunch, Uncle Tam," Will muttered. 

As one of the trees stepped forward and raised his sword, there was a massive thump, which made 
Will's teeth rattle. The whole chamber seemed to shake, rafts of dust showering down over the Burrows 
and the circle of bushmen. 

"What the hell was that?" Dr. Burrows asked. 

A few pieces of masonry crashed onto the floor. Then a larger block of stone detached from the 
ceiling and struck a slightly shorter bushman on the head. He simply toppled backwards to the ground. 
His fellow bushmen turned to look at him, but none of them went to his aid. 

"Timber?" Will quipped. The hopelessness of their current predicament was beginning to get to him 
— he still couldn't quite believe that he and his father had eluded the Limiters and almost certain death, 
only to be plunged into another equally dangerous situation. Talk about out of the frying pan and into the 
fire. And even though the bushmen now seemed to be backing off a little as they talked amongst 
themselves in rapid exchanges, he couldn't see how he and his father were going to escape and rejoin 
Elliott. 

"What was that?" Dr. Burrows repeated, blinking at the ceiling above. "An explosion?" 

"Yes, Dad," Will replied resignedly. "It's the Limiters... they're trying to blow a hole through to get 
at us." He sighed. "So if these freaky trees don't do us in first, the Styx will. Great. Bloody great." 


x x x x x 


Under the reduced gravity, the explosion sent sections of the pyramid hurtling so far into the sky that 
it seemed as though they would never come down again. And even before the smoke and dust had 
cleared, the Rebecca twins were leaping up the tiers of the pyramid with the Limiter General close behind. 
As they reached the upper tier, they inspected the damage their charges had inflicted. The facing stones 
with their carvings had been completely blasted away, but the underlying structure was still intact. 

The Limiter General was unperturbed. "There's the outline of an opening," he pointed out. "Tom Cox 
was right. Now we know where it is, we'll drill a few holes into the surrounding structure and plant some 
more charges." He waved his men up. "One more go, and we'll have Dr. Burrows and the boy." 


xX x x % x 


From the tree line, Elliott had been watching the helicopter as it hovered over the pyramid. She'd 


been in the jungle when she first caught the sounds of its engine, and had immediately raced back. Keep 
under the cover of the trees, she'd eventually located Will and Dr. Burrows crouching on the upper tier. 

"Oh, no," she said. They couldn't have been in a worse position, caught in a hopelessly exposed 
space. And she was too far away to help them. If she ventured out into the open, she knew that she'd be 
in plain view of whoever was in the helicopter. 

She saw Will glance her way, and edged forward a little, waving wildly to attract his attention. But he 
was too preoccupied with the thundering machine above, and didn't seem to notice her. She withdrew 
back into the jungle, checking Bartleby was where she'd told him to wait — she couldn't have him bolting 
out into the clearing. He gave her a meow to let her know that he wanted to join her, but she shook her 
head. 

"Let's knock this thing out of the sky," she said, swinging her rifle from her shoulder and wrapping 
the strap around her arm to steady it for a shot. She lined up her telescopic sight on the helicopter. 
Although she'd never seen anything like this flying contraption in her life before, her first view was of the 
pilot. She didn't know if he was actually flying it, but at least she had a human target. And he was as 
good as dead, caught squarely in her crosshairs. 

Taking a breath and holding it in, she was on the point of squeezing the trigger when the helicopter 
rotated. Through her sight, she had a glimpse of a Limiter inside it. Her blood ran cold. She grimaced, 
thinking she'd take out the Styx soldier instead. Then she glimpsed something else that made her blood 
run even colder. A diminutive figure was beside the Limiter. Elliott could see her so clearly that there 
was no question in her mind. 

"Rebecca," she spat, unable to believe one of the Styx girls had survived the ambush. "It can't be!" 
She was still trying to come to terms with this when the other helicopters rumbled over. Within seconds a 
barrage of rifle fire was landing around Will and Dr. Burrows, preventing them from going anywhere. 
And then ropes were flung from the first helicopter and Limiters began to abseil toward the top of the 
pyramid. 

"I can't take them all out! What do I do now?" she asked herself, lowering her rifle. 

She knew the chances of extracting Will and Dr. Burrows from the situation were nigh on impossible, 
and that she had to get herself to a safe location from where she could plan her next move. Issuing an 
order to Bartleby to follow her, she began to move through the jungle, traveling around the edge of the 
clearing in the direction of the base camp. 

Sprinting between the huge tree trunks, she kept moving until she arrived at the camp. She heard 
shouting from the pyramid, but didn't stop to see what was happening, instead snatching a few items to 
take with her, and quickly rigging a booby trap before she was off again. Elliott kept telling herself she'd 
made the right decision to withdraw from the area, and any lingering doubts in her mind were completely 
assuaged as she heard the howls of the stalkers behind her. She retraced her footsteps several times to 
leave a few false trails, then made straight for the stream, wading into the middle of it where the stalkers 
couldn't possibly track her. 

Once in the hideaway she hurriedly grabbed a couple of the Browning Hi-Power pistols and the spare 
ammunition she'd stashed there. And she also packed what she had left of Drake's explosives in her 
Bergen, along with enough food and water to last her for a day — if she was going to be out in the field 
she needed to keep her strength up. 

As she descended the vines from the hideaway to the stream below, Bartleby was where she'd left 
him, looking decidedly unhappy. She led him to the undergrowth further along the bank. 

"Sorry," she told him, "You're staying right here." She repeated, "Stay here," several times, indicating 
the ground with her finger. The Hunter reluctantly sank back onto his haunches, his tail flicking 
impatiently from side to side behind him. He knew that they were in trouble, but he didn't understand 
why he was being excluded from the running. His eyes were on Elliott as she rubbed his head 
affectionately. "Can't have you picking a fight with a stalker. And I still don't know if I can trust you 
with Styx around. You've been Darklit — remember what happened last time?" 

As Elliott waded back into the stream, she heard a mournful meow from the Hunter. She held quite 
still. She felt completely alone. Only yesterday her life had seemed perfect, and now she was going to 
have to face almost insurmountable odds to save her friend. It all felt so hopeless — a lost cause. 


She looked around at the towering trees on either side of the stream. Nothing had changed — the 
jungle was just the same as it had been a day ago, the profuse vegetation thrumming with life — but to 
her, it was different now. It was a theater of war, a place of life and death. 

She allowed herself to imagine what her friend might be going through at that precise moment... 
capture... torture... death. 

"Will," she croaked, trying not to cry as she thought of him in the clutches of the Limiters. "No," she 


said, "I can't fall apart now... there has to be a way through this." She drew herself up, squaring her 
shoulders. "I have to think like you, Drake." 


17 


They want us to go with them," Dr. Burrows said, as he observed how the bushmen were behaving. 
"They know what the situation is outside, and they're taking us somewhere safe!" 

Will could hear the optimism in his father's voice as the circle of strange beings rustled with activity. 
He glanced over his shoulder as they advanced stiffly toward him and Dr. Burrows like an animated 
hedgerow, their feet scuffing over the stone floor. At the same time, the bushmen in front of them were 
also on the move. And in the middle of the circle, the two Burrows were clearly meant to follow them. 

"Yes," Will whispered. "But where are they taking us?" 

The phalanx was all around them as they reached the far corner of the chamber, and a passageway 
was revealed by the light from the burning torches. This led to some steps, which they began to ascend. 

After a while Dr. Burrows spoke up. "These stairs go on for ever. Feels to me as if we'll end up 
somewhere below the pyramid," he suggested, his voice full of wonder. Will had no sense if this was the 
case or not, and within a few minutes he and his father found they had come to the last of the steps and 
were back on a level surface again. 

From the light of the flickering torches, Will could make out that they were at some kind of 
intersection. But they didn't stop there for long as the bushmen conducted them into yet another 
passageway, its walls adorned with more brightly colored reliefs. Will and his father glimpsed one of a 
coastal city, its centerpiece a majestic palace. This palace was vaguely reminiscent of the Taj Mahal, with 
a large domed roof and slender minarets at the four corners. And in the bay itself, there was a colossal 
statue of a robed man facing out to sea, with what appeared to be a telescope in his hands. 

"Look at the scale of that place — it's remarkable enough to be the eighth wonder of the world. I'll 
tell you one thing for certain, Will," Dr. Burrows announced, turning to his son. 

"What?" 

"Once this is all over and we're out of danger," Dr. Burrows said, "oh, boy, we've got to come back 
here." 

"Sure, Dad," Will answered, but without a trace of enthusiasm. He wasn't thinking any more than a 
few seconds ahead, let alone that far into the future. He had a very bad feeling about the situation. His 
fears intensified as, without any warning, the torches around them were extinguished and they were 
swallowed up by darkness again. "Why have we stopped here?" Will asked his father in a whisper. 
"They're not moving." 

There was no longer any rustling around them. The bushmen were standing completely still. 

"We'll be fine. You see," Dr. Burrows told his son. "These are the descendants of a once-great 
civilization. They recognize us for what we are — fellow seekers of knowledge. They'll treat us with 
respect. We're no threat to them, and we've done them no harm." He genuinely didn't seem to be 
concerned by their predicament. After a moment of silence, he spoke again. "You know... waiting here 
in the dark like this has reminded me there's something I keep meaning to ask you." 

"What's that, Dad?" Will replied distantly, not taking much notice of him. 

"Cast your mind back to when you were in the Deeps... on the Great Plain... did you by any chance 
come across a Coprolite barge on the canal system? It had three Coprolites on it?" 

"What? I don't think this is the time or the pl—" Will began to object. 

"No, listen — at the beginning, there were three of you, right? You, Chester and whatsisname... Col... 
Colin?" 

"Cal," Will said, an edge to his voice because he found it inexcusable that his father couldn't even get 
his dead brother's name right. "Yes, we were all together when we saw a Coprolite barge," he said with a 
sigh. 

"I knew it! I just knew it!" Dr. Burrows exclaimed, his voice rising a tone in his excitement. "I was 
on that barge, in a Coprolite dust suit. As I think back to that moment, I'm certain I saw the three of you! 
Isaw you!" 

"No?" Will replied, with genuine amazement as he recalled the incident. Cal had remarked that one 
of the Coprolites was acting completely out of character. "I don't believe it! We came that close, and had 


no idea. That's so weird! If only we'd known." 

Dr. Burrows laughed. "Yes, but we're together now, and that's what really matters. Will, I can 
honestly say that working with you in this incredible world has made it, without question, one of the 
happiest times of my life. If not the happiest. I'm so very proud of you." 

"Dad," Will managed, overwhelmed by emotion as he absorbed his father's words. He didn't quite 
know how to respond to this overt show of affection from him. "Yes, it's been... such..." Will began, but 
trailed off as, all of a sudden, there was frenetic rustling all around them. Will completely forgot what he 
and his father had been discussing as he became anxious again. "Why are they doing that?" he asked in 
an urgent whisper. "You should light a match so we can see." 

"Better not — I might set fire to one of them. Just keep your nerve, Will," Dr. Burrows replied. "I'll 
stake my reputation on there being an underground network, connecting these pyramids, and that's where 
they'll take us, in just a minute. Somewhere away from the Styx." 

Will became even more unnerved as the rustling reached fever pitch around them. "No, I'm not going 
to just stand here and do nothing. Give me the matches, Dad, right now," he insisted. 

He never received a response from his father. There was a grinding sound from close by, and they 
were enveloped in dazzling light. Simultaneously, they were propelled forward with such force that both 
of them lost their balance, tumbling over. But far from landing on a hard surface as Will had expected, he 
encountered soft ground and felt grass under his hands. 

"Too bright," he groaned, as he attempted to open his eyes in the glare of the sunlight. He caught a 
glimpse of the edge of the jungle some distance away. 

"The pyramid!" his father cried in alarm. "We're outside the pyramid again!" 

Will flicked his head around. His father was right. They were at the foot of the pyramid. He was 
able to distinguish vague shapes on it — shapes of men, and they were coming toward him. Then he 
heard a voice he knew only too well, and his heart almost stopped. 

It was a voice he thought he'd never hear again. 

"Where did you two spring from?" it shouted down at them. 

"Rebecca!" Will gasped. 

Then there was another voice, identical to the first but from a different part of the pyramid. "Oh, 
looky here, I do believe it's the dynamic duo!" 

"NO!" Will shrieked, as it clicked that not just one, but both of them were still alive. 

As he tried to crawl away, he came across his Sten gun in the grass. The bushmen had thrown it out 
at the same time as he and his father were ejected. Snatching it up, Will wheeled around and pulled the 
trigger. He managed to loose off some shots, blindly spraying the pyramid in the hope he'd hit one or the 
other of the Rebeccas. The rounds were ricocheting off the stonework in all directions. 

He was halfway through the magazine when he was struck on the back of the head, pistol-whipped by 
a Limiter. 

Then there was no more blinding light. 


x x * x x 


"Got to take it easy," Elliott said, forcing herself to move more slowly as the howls of the stalkers 
came from all over. She didn't want to blunder into one of the attack dogs or be ambushed by a Limiter 
patrol. Too much was depending on her. She hadn't gone straight to the pyramid as there were a couple of 
things she'd needed to do first, to prepare herself. But now, as she headed toward it, she heard a short 
burst of automatic gunfire. 

She halted on the spot. "Sten... Will's Sten?" she asked herself out loud, wondering if it had actually 
originated from his weapon, or whether the Limiters were using similar light machine guns, which would 
have been most unusual. But it made no sense for it to have been Will — if he and Dr. Burrows had 
already been captured, why was there an exchange going on now? She had to get closer so she could find 
out precisely what the situation was. But how was she going to do that, with so many Styx soldiers in the 
area? It was at that point that she happened to glance at the branches above her. 

"The trees! Use the trees!" she said to herself. She chose a trunk and began to haul herself up. 


After a while she stopped climbing and instead began to move parallel to the ground by hopping from 
branch to branch, always in the direction of the pyramid. Her idea was working; she knew it was highly 
unlikely a stalker, even with its ultra-sensitive sense of smell, would detect her up here. 

As she landed on the gnarled branch of one of the mightier trees, she began to climb again, further and 
further up, until the odd finger of sunlight percolated through the foliage above her. And as she rose 
higher, she was amazed to find butterflies as large as paperbacks flapping their brightly colored wings, 
and caterpillars the size of pencil cases gorging themselves on the bountiful fruit. 

At one point, as she was heaving herself up onto a branch, she found herself face to face with 
something covered in shaggy brown fur. Three eyes blinked simultaneously at her as the animal, just as 
surprised as she was by the encounter, gaped its mouth slowly open. Dr. Burrows would have identified it 
as a type of sloth from the hook-like claws it was now using to maneuver itself ponderously away from 
her. 

Although Elliott didn't have time to marvel at the incredible wildlife she was finding, she realized that 
at ground level she'd only been seeing a small part of the ecosystem. A whole other world existed above 
it. 

After another twenty minutes of climbing, she was at such a great height that she could see over the 
remaining jungle. Bracing herself against a bough, she sighted her rifle on the top of the pyramid. 

She didn't like what she saw. 


Will came to. He raised his hand to his head to find he was being supported on his feet by a pair of 
Limiters. 

"Hello, 1-o-0-0-0-ser," Rebecca One mocked him, swinging her hips as she stepped in front of him. 

"Dad?" he said groggily. 

"Daddy's over there,” the Styx girl indicated with a flick of her head. Will tried to focus on his father 
— the Limiters had brought them to the very top of the pyramid, and he could just about see a group of 
figures on the far side of the plateau. His head hurt from where he'd been struck, and he also realized that 
he could feel the heat of the sun keenly on his arms and shoulders. He looked down at himself. 

"Yes, I thought you might want to soak up a few ray," Rebecca One smirked. "I had your shirt taken 
off. Pale and interesting is so last year's look." 

Will could feel his skin beginning to burn — the Styx girl knew very well he had no natural protection 
against the ultraviolet. 

"You little bitch," he growled. 

"Definitely," she agreed. "But I reckon I'll have graduated to Big Bitch by the time you and I are 
finished. When you put that bullet in me, I can't tell you how much it hurt." The way Rebecca One was 
talking about it made Will's blood chill. He of all people knew how vindictive she was. She had 
something horrible lined up for him. Nevertheless, he wasn't going to let her see how incredibly 
frightened he was. 

"Boring, boring, boring," he replied, through an exaggerated yawn. 

She ignored his taunt. "Will, as you may have gathered by now, the way we Styx go about things is 
very Old Testament." She bent her knees in a near perfect demi-plié, then straightened up again — it 
reminded Will of the hours of ballet practice she'd do at their house in Highfield, using the garden because 
there wasn't the space inside. "We believe in an eye-for-an-eye, a tooth-for-a-tooth, and all that jazz," she 
said, then drew in a breath as if she was wildly excited about something and didn't want it to be over too 
soon. 

"What are you yapping on about?" Will said, struggling against the Limiters' grip and trying to get an 
arm free so he could deal with the girl before him. 

"I'm telling you this so you won't be surprised that I'm going to collect from you now, with interest," 
she went on. 

"As I said — boring," Will muttered. 

"Knock yourself out, Coxy," she announced abruptly, then simply smiled at Will. 


He noticed someone had appeared beside her. He's seen the unnerving face before in the Deeps, with 
its pupil-less eyes and multiple growths. "Tom Cox?" he gasped. 

"One and the same," the distorted voice concurred. Then Cox slid toward Will, slashing a scythe 
down the side of the boy's bare stomach. 

It may have been a superficial wound, precisely inflicted so as not to cause too much damage to him, 
but the pain was still excruciating. Will screamed until his breath ran out. 

"A little taste of what's in store for you, dear brother," Rebecca One laughed, leaning in toward him. 
"Does it hurt? I hope so. Imagine that, but a million times worse, and you'll know what I went through 
when you shot me." 

The sweat was streaming down Will's face as the Limiters continued to hold him tightly. "You... 
you..." he began, but unable to find a word strong enough to express his hatred for her, he instead spat in 
his former sister's face. 

"Lively one, ain't ‘e" Cox said, licking Will's blood from the highly polished blade of the scythe. 
Some of it ran on his blackened and cracked lips, the crimson beads sparkling in the intense sunlight. "Do 
you want me to cut ‘is tongue out for that?" he offered. 

As she wiped Will's saliva from her face with a sleeve, Rebecca One considered this. "No, maybe 
later. We need him to talk to us first," she said, then beckoned to her sister to bring Dr. Burrows over. 

"Will, you're bleeding! What have they done to you?" he burst out as he was allowed to approach his 
son. Unlike Will, he wasn't being restrained by Limiters, but was being held at gunpoint by the second 
Styx girl, who was armed with a New Germanian pistol. 

Will saw his father was still hugging his journal as if his life depended on it. "I'm all right, Dad," he 
replied grimly. 

"Hey, bro’, Rebecca Two greeted him as she stepped around Dr. Burrows. "Want to make life easier 
for us all and tell me what you've done with our Dominion vials? Dr. Buckwheat here knows nothing 
about them — he's such a bad liar. I actually believe he's telling the truth. So does Elliott have them?" 

"Elliott who?" Will snarled back at her. 

"Why don't you give us our vials back, and we'll leave you alone with your silly old stones and the 
tree men, who obviously don't want you either?” 

Dr. Burrows opened his mouth as if he was about to speak, but Will interrupted him. 

"Yeah, so you'll let us go? Do you really think I'm going to swallow that? Yet another lie?" he said, 
rolling his eyes a the sky. 

"Okay. So we'll do it the hard way. Suits me," Rebecca One said coldly. "I'm going to enjoy every 
minute of this." 

Weighing the scythe in his shriveled hand, Cox edged closer to Will. 

"Not quite yet, Coxy," Rebecca One told him. "By the way, I've got some news for you. Your mate 
Drake tried to pull a stunt on Highfield Common. So we wiped out his whole team." 

"He's dead?" Will asked in a low voice. "No, you're just lying again." 

"Does Leatherman mean anything to you?" Rebecca One shot back, winking at Will as she let the 
name sink in. "And we're told there's a new addition to the Colony — a slimmed-down cabbage." 

"Celia the Cabbage," Rebecca Two chimed in. 

"Mum?" Will said. 

"My wife?" Dr. Burrows mumbled, slow to pick up on what he was hearing. "What's happened to 
her?" 

"As if you care," Rebecca Two replied coldly. "We're told she attempted to resist during her 
interrogation. The Dark Light messed her up badly." 

"Really badly," Rebecca One tittered. "In fact, sliced cabbage would be a better description — 
remember, Will, like the stuff in those gross kebabs we used to pick up from the local take-away and feed 
you for supper, back in the good old Highfield days." 

"Sauerkraut, even," Rebecca Two suggested as she thought of it. 

"Better keep it down," her sister advised her. "These New Geraniums might think you're talking 
about them.” 

"New Geraniums?" Dr. Burrows asked, looking down at the parked helicopters and the soldiers 


milling around them. "Who are they? They aren't Styx, are they?" 
Both girls fell silent as they saw the Limiter General was on his way over to them. He was 
accompanied by Colonel Bismarck and one of his men, who was carrying a piece of bulky equipment. 
"Think we're needed for a second," Rebecca One said. "Keep the two prisoners warm for us, Coxy." 
"Nice ‘n’ toasty," he confirmed, squinting up at the sun as he bobbed from foot to foot in eager 
anticipation. 


As Colonel Bismarck and the New Germanian soldier held back, the Limiter General brought the 
twins up to speed. 

"You need to see this," he said, speaking quietly so he wouldn't be overheard by Will or Dr. Burrows. 
He produced a pouch and emptied its contents into his gloved hand. There were pieces of both a vial and 
another bottle of brown glass, along with some desiccated blades of grass. 

"White stopper," Rebecca Two noted, exchanging glances with her sister. "But what's this?" She 
carefully picked out a label still stuck to a fragment of the brown glass and held it up. 

"It's in Russian, so it must be from the medicine bay of the submarine you found," the Limiter General 
replied. "I'd hazard a guess that both the vials were being kept in the bottle, with a wad of grass around 
them for protection." 

Rebecca One considered this. "So if that's all that's left of the vial with the white top, we're down one 
vaccine. And there's no sign at all of our virus?" 

The Limiter General continued with his report. "No. Our stalkers made short work of ferreting out 
where this had been buried in the ground. Someone's been there very recently — in the last hour or two, 
we estimate. The earth's been freshly dug, and the turf was laid back over it in an effort to hide it from 
us." 

"So we can assume that Elliott tried to retrieve both vials and, in the process, the idiot broke one. 
Either accidentally or on purpose. And she probably has the Dominion with her right now," Rebecca One 
concluded. She contemplated the white stopper in the Limiter General's palm. "Pity about that, but it 
doesn't really matter — we can always manufacture more vaccine after we've got the virus back." The 
she glanced over to where the New Germanian soldier was attaching a large khaki-colored speaker to the 
top of a tripod, and one of his comrades was connecting up a box with dials on it to a large battery. "Is 
the PA system ready?" she asked, directing the question at Colonel Bismarck." 

"Almost," he confirmed. "We're just bringing up the rest of the speakers now." 


xX x xX xX x 


Elliott was watching from her treetop vantage point when the amplified voice carried toward her. 

"Elliott — whether or not you've got a visual on us, we know you'll be hearing this." 

It was so loud it startled a flock of birds, which took to the air from a nearby tree. Elliott zeroed in on 
the Rebecca twin holding the microphone. An array of large horn speakers had been set up on the top of 
the pyramid, not far from where Will and Dr. Burrows were being held. 

Elliott had been watching as Cox lashed out at Will with the scythe, and her trigger finger had 
tightened. But she didn't fire, knowing she should let things play out for a little longer, just in case an 
opportunity presented itself. If Will and Dr. Burrows were moved, she might be able to jump in and 
rescue them. She knew the Styx weren't about to helicopter them out, not until they'd got their hands on 
the Dominion virus. In the meantime, she thought it unlikely any real harm would come to them. Not 
while the Rebecca twins were attempting to negotiate and needed their two hostages as leverage. And 
Elliott's instincts told her she wouldn't have to wait long to hear what the deal was. There was always 
some sort of deal with these two conniving Styx girls. 

Elliott nodded to herself as one of the twins continued. "Bring us the Dominion virus, and all three of 
you will be spared. You've got five minutes to give us a sign that you agree to this... all you have to do is 
fire your weapon twice. Then we want the Dominion virus here at the pyramid within the next hour. It's 


that simple." 

"Yeah, sure," Elliott muttered. 

"To show you we're serious, your boyfriend here, with such a fetching tan, is going to do a karaoke 
act... especially for you,” the Rebecca twin said. 

Elliott watched as the twin put her hand over the microphone to confer with Cox, then they both 
moved to where Will was. As the Rebecca twin stood before him, she spoke over the PA again. "Elliott, 
we want you to listen to this. It's called The Nine Finger Rap." The twin giggled, then held the 
microphone in front of Will. 

"Stay away, Ell—" he managed to get out before one of the Limiters tightened an arm around his 
neck. 

"What are they up to?" Elliott asked herself. She could see that Dr. Burrows was gesticulating madly 
as he pleaded with the Rebecca twins, but they were both ignoring him. One of the Limiters guarding 
Will seized his arm and held it out. Will was straining and trying to wrest it away from the soldier, but it 
was hopeless — the Limiter was just too strong. 

"If you haven't caught on yet, we're gonna chop his finger off," the Rebecca twin announced. "And 
for every ten minutes it takes you to show up here, he's going to lose another." 

"Oh, God," Elliott exhaled. She couldn't just stand by and watch Will suffer like that. She knew that 
the Rebecca twins probably hadn't the slightest intention of letting any of them go free — that wasn't how 
the Styx ran things. She remembered the moment on the Great Plain, back in the Deeps, when she and 
Will had thought they were putting Drake out of his misery by shooting him. She hadn't been able to do it 
then, but she was ready to now. She sighted up on Will's head, her finger poised on the trigger. 

Cox took Will's hand and held the scythe above the base of his index finger. 

"No! Ican't!" Elliott cried, as she saw Will's face contort with fear. 

As he opened his mouth to yell, she switched targets and pulled the trigger. 
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Everyone on the pyramid heard the distant report of a weapon going off. There was a fraction of a 
second's delay before the bullet found its mark. 

Cox's face exploded with the sound of an overripe melon bursting open. The grimy shawl over his 
head billowed as if the wind had suddenly caught it. He wavered on his feet for an instant, then keeled 
backwards, the scythe dropping from his hand. 

All those with military training had either flung themselves to the ground or were crouching low, 
leaving only the Rebecca twins and a bemused Dr. Burrows still standing upright. 

"Nice to hear from you, Elliott," Rebecca Two said into the microphone as she regarded the body 
several meters away from her. The twin was completely composed as she went over to it and bent to pick 
up the scythe. "Poor old Coxy. That was uncalled for. And I'm also rather disappointed with you, Elliott, 
because I was sure we'd be able to come to some sort of agreement. We both want th—" 

Rebecca Two was interrupted by a second shot from the jungle. The military contingent reacted to it 
again, and there were shouts from the Limiters around the base of the pyramid. 

"Anyone down? Has anyone been hit?" the Limiter General called out several times, but everyone 
was accounted for. 

"The Styx girl's eyes met, and Rebecca One laughed. "I guess that was the second shot we were 
looking for. I guess Elliott's just given us the signal that we do have a deal." 

Rebecca Two joined in with her sister's laughter. "Suppose so. It's quite amusing, really, but bad 
manners can't go unpunished." She took her hand from the microphone and spoke into it. 

"All right, we have a deal, but that was very rude of you. You killed one of our friends without our 
permission... and so you've changed the terms of the deal. And, be warned, if you're thinking of sniping 
anyone else up here, we'll execute both Will and Dr. Buckwheat." She took a breath. "Right, the new 
deal is that we'll do the exchange for one of the hostages — I repeat — one of the hostages, and I'm 
betting you'd want that to be Mole Boy here, unless you've developed a thing for older men? We give you 
our word that we'll stick to the new deal. Just come in with the virus, okay?" 

Dr. Burrows seemed to recover from the shock of Cox's shooting. "This is all so unnecessary," he 
exhorted one of the Rebecca twins. "Can't we talk it over before anyone else loses their life?" He glanced 
at his son, who was being held on his knees — Will's eyes were wide with fear. 

"You want to talk?" Rebecca One said, in a voice that sounded like something from a cartoon as she 
opened and closed her raised hand to mimic a flapping mouth. Then she lowered her hand and reverted to 
her normal voice. Her eyes were cold and unamused. "Maybe I don't want to talk to you," she said. 
"Because you're so old and boring." 

"No, I mean it — I'm sure we can agree to something. Give me the microphone and I'll persuade 
Elliott to bring the vial to you," Dr. Burrows volunteered. 

Will found his voice. "Don't do this, Dad. Please. You don't know who you're dealing with." 

Dr. Burrows was resolute as he went over to Will and placed his journal on the ground in front of him. 
"Look after that for me." Then he took the microphone from Rebecca Two and spoke. "Is this turned 
on?" he asked, his voice booming across the jungle. 

"It's turned on," Rebecca Two answered wearily. 

Dr. Burrows continued. "Right, Elliott, this is me. I want you to do exactly what I tell you." He 
floundered, unsure what he was going to say next. 

"Tell her again that we're going to execute one of you," Rebecca One said casually, as she examined 
her nails. 

"I will do no such thing!" Dr. Burrows snapped, straight into the microphone. "That's just silly. What 
could you possibly hope to achieve by that?" 

"Revenge. We're going to exact our revenge because of what she's done. In case you hadn't noticed, 
Elliott whacked poor Coxy. She hurt one of our pals, and we really don't like that," Rebecca One 
continued, her voice hard. "Go on... tell Elliott what I've just told you." 

Dr. Burrows blew through his lips with disbelief. "Oh, fine. If you're going to murder someone, then 


let it be me," he offered, not taking the threat seriously. 

Will shouted at his father as he saw Rebecca Two's hand with the pistol begin to rise. "Dad, for 
Christ's sake, give them the microphone back and stop—" 

"No, son, I've had enough of this posturing. They don't mean it. And Elliott will bring the virus here 
and we can all get on with our lives. The work we've been doing together is far too important for all this 
tomfoolery to get in the way." He raised the microphone to his mouth. "Elliott, I've just told them they 
can kill me if one of us has to die. I know they're bluffing, so—" 

"No, we're not," Rebecca Two said. 

She lifted the pistol and, without flinching, emptied it into Dr. Burrows' back. 

The multiple shots were broadcast by the PA, reverberating through the jungle as if some colossus 
was thumping on a kettledrum. 

For a moment, Dr. Burrows just stood there, swaying. 

"Will?" he gasped. 

Then his legs buckled and he flopped forward. 

"Oh, no! Dad! DAD!" Will cried out, breaking from the Limiters' grip and falling on top of his 
father's journal. He reached out his hand to where Dr. Burrows lay dead. "NO!" 
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Will was in no state to notice what was going on around him. He was sitting over by his father's 
body, left where it had fallen. Still without a shirt, he didn't seem to care about the sun on his shoulders. 
In fact, Will had only moved once from Dr. Burrows' side, to retrieve his father's glasses from where 
they'd spun off after the shooting. He was now holding these in his hand, Dr. Burrows' beloved journal in 
the other. 

From time to time he shook his head. He just couldn't accept what had happened. Less than an hour 
ago they'd been inside the pyramid, and his father had been bubbling with enthusiasm about how they 
would return there for a proper look at the murals they'd discovered. 

It may have been an uncertain one, but nonetheless there had been a future in which his father would 
have played no small part. All that had gone with Dr. Burrows' death. All that commitment, passion and 
energy his father had shown in his single-minded pursuit of knowledge, often with scan regard for his 
own safety, had been cut short in the millisecond the Styx girl had pulled the trigger. 

Looking sideways at the sky, Will was stuck by the realization that everything was continuing without 
his father there; time was still trundling along on its relentless path without him around to witness it. 

Nothing had changed. 

Everything had changed. 

He'd wept at the beginning, but now there were no tears, and no interest in what was going to happen 
next. A single Limiter had been left to watch him, but he didn't turn to see who it was. If the twins had 
come back to torture him or kill him, then there was nothing he could do about it. He had little doubt they 
would, when it suited them. 

"You should wear this," a man's voice said, and a green towel was put over Will's shoulders. 
"Otherwise you'll get sunstroke." A second towel landed beside him, along with an aluminum canteen, 
which made a noise as if it was full of water as if tell on top of the towel. "Your wound is still bleeding 
— you might want to clean it and bandage it with this, or die Fliegen... the flies... will get to it." 

The voice was efficient and speaking English with an accent that sounded somehow too proper and 
old fashioned, similar to the old BBC archive recordings Dr. Burrows used to listen to back in Highfield. 
It just didn't sound right to Will. Only now did he turn to see who was there. Shielding his eyes, he 
stared up into Colonel Bismarck's face, taking in his military moustache and his kindly gray eyes. 

"I watched my father die too," Colonel Bismarck said, squaring his shoulders with a deep breath. "I 
was about your age. We were in a stockade town across the ocean when it was overrun by the pirates. 
Most of the settlers were slaughtered, and I only escaped by hiding up in the rafters of the roof in our 
house." He checked himself, as if he was saying too much., then clicked the heels of his brown patent 
leather riding boots together with a small bow. "You have my condolences." 

Will watched the man stride away across the top of the pyramid, then turned back to his father. 
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At the insistence of the Limiter General, the Rebecca twins had taken cover on the next tier down. 
He'd been concerned for their safety if they remained on the very top where they'd be in Elliott's sights. 

One by one, the Styx search parties were reporting back to the Limiter General. The four-man patrols, 
most of them using stalkers, had been following precise search patterns in the jungle, but were returning 
without any news of Elliott's whereabouts. 

The Rebecca twins were half listening to these progress reports as Colonel Bismarck came over to 
them. 

"My troops are at a state of readiness if you wish to deploy them — just give me the word," he said to 
Rebecca One, indicating the soldiers in the grass clearing below with a nod of his head. So far the 
Limiters had been doing all the running, while his New Germanian soldiers stood idly by. Rebecca One 
glanced down to where he'd indicated. A handful of his troops had been tasked with guarding the 
helicopters, but the rest were sheltering from the sun in the lee of the trees at the edge of the jungle, where 


they sat around, playing cards and smoking. 

"Thank you. We'll see how this pans out,” the Styx girl answered, but remained facing the Colonel as 
she sensed he wanted to say more. 

He frowned. "Do you mind if I speak to you about something?" 

"Go ahead," she replied. 

"In my view you have acted precipitately when you shot the father. You had pledged your word on 
the exchange, but then you reneged on it." 

Rebecca One smoothed her sleek black hair with her hand. She respected this man, and was prepared 
to take the time to explain herself to him. "No, to be accurate, Elliott moved the goalposts when she took 
the life of one of our side. What she did to Coxy couldn't be allowed to pass, not without reprisal." 

The Colonel's tone was earnest and fervent as he spoke; he clearly believed that this was a matter of 
principle. "We would not have conducted ourselves as you have. We belong to the Bayard Order, and 
are proud of our Prussian roots. We adhere to a strict moral code, on or off the field of war. Here vor 
Allem — Honor above all. When that girl out in the jungle shot your comrade, it was because you were 
about to harm her companion. You gave her just cause for what she did." A fly buzzed close to his face 
and he waved it away as he continued. "So why now do you think she's going to believe anything you 
say?" 

Rebecca One nodded. "The girl Elliott shouldn't be underestimated. She's been living in one of the 
most dangerous environments imaginable — she's young, but she's a survivor, and a resourceful and 
skilful fighter. In order to get her where we wanted her, we had to raise the stakes... we had to threaten 
someone who really matters to her. We need to corner her, like a hungry rodent, because then she'll begin 
to act predictably. When she thinks she has no choice, she'll either go into hiding in the jungle, or she'll 
come up with some sort of plan. If it's the former, we'll hunt her down, and if it's the latter, then she has 
to make contact — and then we'll be in play with her. Either way, we'll win the contest," Rebecca One 
said. The Colonel was about to speak again when she swung round to the Limiter General. "Aren't we 
close to the witching hour, anyway?" she asked. "The time limit must nearly be up." 

"Five minutes ago," he said, consulting his watch. 

"Then no more Will Burrows," Rebecca One said, rubbing her hands together. She twisted back to 
the Colonel. "When it comes to those that oppose us, we believe in zero tolerance. We don't give 
concessions bec—" 

There was an explosion like a thunderclap from the jungle on the other side of the pyramid. Foliage 
and broken branches were ripped from the trees and thrown into the sky. 

"What's going on?" Rebecca Two shouted. "Damn it! We can't see a thing from here." 

"Get over to the north side," the Limiter General yelled at a couple of patrols of Limiters, who 
emerged from the tree line. 

"Come along. We'll get a better view from up here," Rebecca One said. Both twins swung around as 
if they were about to clamber back onto the top of the pyramid. 

"No, not a good idea," the Limiter General advised them. "This might be a ruse to coax you out into 
the open again. Better you stay down on this level." 

The twins did as he said, but began to run along the tier of the pyramid. They'd gone around the 
corner and were halfway along the next stretch when there was a second explosion. More foliage burst 
into the air, followed by a creaking as a tree crashed down into the clearing. This time it was much closer, 
and to the south of the pyramid — on the side the Rebecca twins had just left. 

"This is like musical chairs," Rebecca One scowled as they slid to a halt and did an about turn. 

As Limiters ran in different directions below, the Rebecca twins retraced their steps. The Limiter 
General was still standing in the same spot as they arrived. 

"No question it's Elliott," he told them. "Doing party tricks with her C4." 

"Little show-off. What's she hoping to achieve with these theatricals?" Rebecca One said. 

"Why don't you ask her?" Rebecca Two replied, thrusting a finger at the small figure walking 
purposefully toward the pyramid from the south. "Here come the original Drain Baby herself." 

Elliott appeared to be unarmed. She had a Bergen on her back, and was holding one hand out in front 
of her, with something gripped in it. 


"How nice of you to join us!" Rebecca one shouted gleefully, then her voice changed as she adopted a 
cold tone. "Now stop right there!" 

"Don't tell me what to do!" Elliott answered, as the Limiters in the clearing regrouped and began to 
assemble around her, their rifles trained on her. "And tell your goons that if one of them comes too close, 
I'll release this. And..." She raised her clenched fist to head height. "And... bang!" she said, a wry smile 
spreading on her lips. "The charge in my rucksack will go off and you can kiss goodbye to your virus. 
I've packed a good twenty pounds of explosive around the vial." 

"What do you advise?" Rebecca Two asked, speaking to the Limiter General from the corner of her 
mouth. "Take her out with a head shot?" 

"If we do that and she's using a dead-man's trigger, her grip will relax and the C4 will detonate. As 
she says, our virus will be incinerated," he replied. 

"Dead man's trigger?" Rebecca One repeated. 

"It's a fail-deadly mechanism," the Limiter General explained to her. "If she loses motor control even 
for a second, her hand comes off the switch and contact is made. It's a suicide bomber's favorite." 

"So we find out what she wants," Rebecca Two decided. "Come up here!" she shouted to the girl. 

Elliott walked at a leisurely pace to the east side of the pyramid, then used the steps to ascend it — 
she didn't want to risk leaping up the tiers in case she slipped and let go of the dead man's trigger. 

The Rebecca twins, the Limiter General and Colonel Bismarck were waiting for her on the top of the 
pyramid as she arrived there. She hardly gave them a glance, going straight over to Will. 

"I'm so sorry," she said in a subdued voice as she stood beside him. 

He jerked his head around to look up at her, blinking as if he'd woken from a deep sleep. "Elliott! 
What are you doing here? You should've made a run for it," he said hoarsely. "You know we can't win." 

As Elliott offered no response, he gave a small shrug, then turned away from her. 

For a moment she remained beside him, looking at Dr. Burrows where he lay face-down in an ever- 
increasing pool of blood. Then she swung about, her expression determined. She slid her eyes over the 
girls, then the Limiter General, finally allowing them to rest on Colonel Bismarck. "Who the hell are 
you?" she demanded. 

"I'm a colonel in the New Germanian army," he answered. 

"So they're your flying machines. How did you get mixed up with these butchers... these murderers?" 
Elliott asked. She didn't give him time to respond as she spoke again. "I want you to get one of your men 
to bring up a dressing and tend to his injury," she said, inclining her head toward Will. 

"TI summon a medic," Colonel Bismarck confirmed, already moving toward the edge of the pyramid. 

"No way!" Rebecca One intervened. "You stay put, Colonel." 

"Oh, really," Elliott retorted. "You're in no position t—" 

"Nothing — I repeat — nothing happens until we agree on a way forward," Rebecca One interrupted 
her. 

Elliott surveyed the two dozen Limiters spread out along the side of the plateau, every one of them 
waiting for the order to attack her. They were like coiled springs, ready to burst into action. Their 
numbers were steadily increasing as additional Styx soldiers scaled the sides of the pyramid. Despite the 
fact that these gaunt faces, so full of violence, were quite terrifying, Elliott shook her head with a 
dismissive chuckle. 

"Ha! Just look at you! You're all longing to kill me, aren't you? But the boot's on the other foot — 
I've got your lives right here — right in the palm of my hand," she declared, raising her fist. "If I let go of 
this, every one of us will be blown to kingdom come." Maintaining a safe distance from the Styx soldiers, 
she began to parade in front of them, waving her fist in their faces. 

"You're enjoying this a little too much," Rebecca Two said. "How very Styx of you. By the way, you 
told us your father was a Limiter, but we're not sure we believe you. Who was he, exactly?" 

"Why, it was the Crawfly," Elliott replied, a mischievous glint in her eye. 

"No, it couldn't..." Rebecca Two began. 

"My father's dead, and don't try to distract me," Elliott said, making straight for the twin. 

"You haven't got what it takes to blow yourself up," Rebecca One leveled at her. 

"No?" Elliott replied. Without a moment's hesitation, she unfurled her little finger. "Well this little 


piggy has. He's bored and wants to come out to play." 

There was complete silence as the sun beat down on the top of the pyramid. Everyone there was 
transfixed by Elliott as she straightened out a second finger. "Oh, look at that — another little piggy's 
joined him," she said matter-of-factly. "Can you see the device now?" She was peering at the black 
object just visible in her hand now that two fingers were clear of it. "And I think you're forgetting what 
happened a the submarine the last time we bumped into each other? Remember how I set off a shed load 
of Drake's explosives? I didn't hesitate then, and I'm sure as h—" 

Will chose that moment to speak up. "Just do it, Elliott!" he shouted, without even bothering to turn 
around. "Fry those little bitches." 

Elliott and Rebecca locked eyes, their expressions uncompromising. "As I was saying, you're in no 
position to dictate terms to me," Elliott sneered. 

Rebecca One didn't respond. 

"That's a first. I don't hear any of your snide little comebacks?" Elliott taunted her. "Stalker got your 
tongue?" 

From behind her sister, Rebecca Two was regarding the cable coiled around Elliott's arm that led from 
her clenched fist and into the Bergen. She nodded. "Let's all just calm down. You can have your medic 
for Will," she said to Elliott. 
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As Drake left the bedroom area to return to the main room of the warehouse apartment, Eddie was at 
his desk and working on one of his model soldiers. He was peering through a large magnifying glass 
mounted on a retractable arm as he carefully dabbed paint on the soldier, but stopped the moment he 
heard Drake enter. 

"How's Chester doing?" he asked. 

"Not so good," Drake replied. "I did warn him about any approach to his parents. It was never going 
to have a happy ending." 

Eddie nodded as he pushed the magnifying glass to one side. "Is it a good time to talk about how 
we're going to move things forward? Chester's appearance on the scene has sidelined our plans, and my 
people will doubtless be doing all they can to find us, so there's an additional pressure." Eddie rested his 
brush on the plate he'd been using as a palette and wiped some paint from his hand. "I want to fulfill my 
side of the bargain and help you in whatever you're intending to do, then we need to go after Elliott." 

"Funny you should say that — I'm putting something together, and I've got a meeting on it, right 
now," Drake replied, as he consulted his wristwatch. "I need to see a man about a snail." 

Eddie looked at him askance. "What?" he asked. 

"My pesticides supremo is cooking up something special for me," Drake answered, as he took his car 
keys from his picked and rattled them in his hand. "I'll be a couple of hours at the most." He turned to 
leave, then stopped. "And later this evening it would be useful if you would show me the way down to 
the Eternal City you mentioned. Near the cathedral." 

"St. Paul's or Westminster?" 

"Personally," Drake said, "I rather like the sound of the Westminster entrance." 


x x x x x 


"So what's her next move?" Rebecca One asked the Limiter General in a low voice. 

At the other end of the pyramid Elliott was kneeling beside Will, who'd hardly seemed to notice as the 
young medic had cleaned his wound and applied a dressing to it. And Will had only cooperated and put 
on a New Germanian shirt and peaked cap because Elliott had badgered him into it. But although Elliott 
was now talking to him, he was completely uncommunicative, as if he wasn't hearing a word she was 
saying to him. 

"Her options are limited, and she knows it," the Limiter General replied to the Styx twin. "The 
moment she hands the vial over, she's lost her ace, unless she's planning on taking a hostage so she has 
safe passage out of here." 

"What — like one of us?" Rebecca Two said, exchanging glances with her sister. She smiled. "If she 
chooses either of us to accompany her, then you know exactly what to do. Kill both her and Will, 
regardless of who else gets hurt. We're all expendable when it comes to recovering the virus." 

"I know that,” the Limiter General confirmed. 

"Oh, here we are — some activity," Rebecca One observed. 

Elliott was trying to get Will onto his feet, but it was only on the second or third attempt that he 
staggered up. Still gripping the detonator, she used her other hand to head him across with her. 

As she stopped before the Rebecca twins and the Limiter General, Will had a faraway look on his 
face. Clutching his father's journal to his chest, he kept turning back to where Dr. Burrows lay. All the 
fight seemed to have gone out of him, as if he couldn’t even summon up any animosity toward the Styx 
girls. 

"We're getting really tired of hanging around on this heap of old stone," Rebecca One said. "Tell us 
the deal." 

"Tell you the deal?" Elliott repeated, and laughed dryly. "I don’t trust any of you Styx as far as I can 
throw you," she said. "Hey, you! Over here!" she suddenly shouted at Colonel Bismarck. 

He immediately did as she asked. 


"I don't know anything about you, or where you come from, but I want you to witness this," she said. 

The Colonel nodded. 

"I'm prepared to strike a deal, but with conditions attached," Elliott continued. "I'll give you your 
Dominion—" 

"Tell us something first — what happened to the vaccine — the vial with the white stopper?" Rebecca 
One butted in. 

"I couldn't get the lid off the medicine bottle. I was in a hurry so I had to smash it open with a rock. I 
was a little heavy-handed, but luckily for all of us, only the vaccine vial was damaged," Elliott explained. 
"As I was saying before you interrupted me, I'm prepared to give you the Dominion virus if—" 

"No!" Will exploded. "No, you sodding won't!" He seemed to be focusing on what was happening 
around him for the first time since his father's killing. "They'll take it Topsoil and use it!" 

"Leave this to me, Will,” Elliott said. 

"You can't be serious! You're not actually going to give it to them, are you?" Will was incandescent 
now, as if Elliott and not the Rebecca twins was the enemy. Dropping his father's journal, he lurched 
toward her. 

Elliott took a step back from him, shocked by the ferocity of his outburst. "Will—" 

But he was still advancing on her. "Release the trigger now, Elliott! Destroy the Dominion! 
Remember what Drake said we had to do. They," he stuck his thumb in the direction of the Styx girls, 
"are not getting their stinking hands on it. All those people — Drake and my mum — have died trying to 
stop them," he ranted. "And we will too!" 

As she took another step away from him, he dived at Elliott, knocking her to the ground. Now on top 
of her, he seized hold of her arm. "Help me!" the girl cried, as Will concentrated all his efforts on her 
hand, trying to lever her fingers open and activate the trigger. 

"You're not going to let them have it!" he seethed. "You bloody traitor!" 

Elliott struck Will in the face with her elbow, but it was going to take more than that to stop him. 
Colonel Bismarck was the closest to the two of them as they struggled with each other, and reacted before 
anyone else. He grabbed Will by the neck and arm, trying to pull him off Elliott. Realizing that they had 
the perfect opportunity to disarm her, Rebecca One and the Limiter General also entered the fray. If 
either one of them could take hold of her hand and keep it closed, they would have regained control of the 
situation again. 

But as Colonel Bismarck heaved Will away, Elliott managed to keep the Styx at bay. She was 
fending them off with kicks and blows with her free arm and, just in time, backpedaled across the ground 
to escape from them. 

"Not so fast," she shouted breathlessly as she scrambled to her feet. 

They backed away. 

"Nice try, White Necks!" she jeered at them. 

Will was beside himself with fury. "Come on, Elliott, do it! Destroy the bloody virus!" But the 
Colonel was making very sure that he kept a firm grip on the thrashing boy. 

"That was close." Elliott composed herself for what she was going to say next. "Right, my conditions 
are... you are to put Will and me onto one of those flying machines—" 

"They're called helicopters," Rebecca One informed her. 

"On one of those helicopters, and when we're up in the air, I'll give you your Dominion back. We'll 
be accompanied in the helicopter by the Colonel and his men — but no Styx." 

"And when precisely will you...?" Rebecca Two began, but then rolled her eyes in Will's direction. 

Already burnt by the sun, his face now turned an even deeper red as he began to rage at the top of his 
lungs. 

"Colonel, can you please stop that idiot from yelling. I can't hear myself think here," Rebecca Two 
said. A pair of Limiters came to Colonel Bismarck's aid. 

"No — not them! Get a couple of your men up here!" Elliott snapped at the Colonel. "I won't have 
Limiters touching him. And he's to stay right beside me — he's not to leave my sight. And you too, 
Colonel. I want you beside me, too." 

"So, as I was saying... when we do actually get in the air, then Will and I will be flown away from 


here and put down at another location in the jungle. It's as simple as that," Elliott finished. 
"Fine," Rebecca Two agreed. "Let's get the show on the road." 


x x x x x 


Will was taken down the side of the pyramid, struggling every inch of the way with the two New 
Germanian troops tasked with moving him. As Elliott and the Colonel followed behind, she was careful 
not to lose her footing in case she slipped and let go of the dead man's trigger. The two of them caught up 
with Will and his New Germanian bearers as they reached the first helicopter in the rank. Still swearing 
his head off, Will was passed up to a pair of soldiers inside. 

"Keep hold of him," Elliott told them. "Tie him up if you have to." 

Colonel Bismarck held Dr. Burrows' journal up to Elliott. "The boy might regret leaving this behind. 
It was his father's." 

"Thank you," Elliott said. "I'm sure he'll appreciate having it once he's calmed down... if he ever 
calms down." 

The Colonel boarded the helicopter, Elliott right behind him. 

"So where's our vial?" Rebecca Two demanded, her sister and the Limiter General either side of her. 

"Start this thing up," Elliott said to the Colonel, then turned to the three Styx, waiting like a delegation 
next to the helicopter. She pointed at the grass clearing beside the pyramid. "I want all your Limiters out 
of there. The stalkers, too." 

"Evacuate the west side?" the Limiter General asked. 

"Why are you asking for this now?" Rebecca Two said, with a bemused expression. "It wasn't part of 
the deal." 

Elliott raised her hand with the trigger. "Just do it, if you want your vial in one piece." 

The Limiter General issued orders to his men who quickly withdrew. As the pilot threw the switches 
and the Brama engine coughed and sputtered into life, the two Rebeccas and the Limiter General began to 
pull back to a safe distance. They hadn't gone far when Elliott put the fingers of her free hand into her 
mouth and blew a piercing wolf whistle. 

Rebecca Two wheeled around. "What are you up to?" she shouted. "Just give us the vial." 

Rebecca One was visibly agitated. "If you're trying to trick..." 

At that moment, Bartleby tore into the clearing vacated by the Limiters. Coming to a sliding halt, he 
looked for Elliott. He was distracted as one of the stalkers on the far side of the pyramid spied him and 
began to bark fiercely. 

The rotors were gathering speed as Elliott whistled again. Bartleby's ears pricked up as he located 
her, then he galloped at full pelt toward her. 

"What's the Hunter doing here?" Rebecca Two said. "What do you need him for? There's something 
fishy about all of this." 

"Too bloody right," her sister agreed. She began to shout at the top of her lungs. "Bartleby, here!" 

Hearing her, the cat hesitated, then changed direction away from the helicopter. 

"Come on, boy! Come to me!" Elliott yelled. 

Rebecca One had a worried look on her face. Something didn't add up. Why would Elliott be 
bothering about the Hunter when so much depended on making good her escape with Will? Somehow, 
and the Rebecca twin couldn't figure out quite how, the animal was vital to Elliott's plan. She now began 
to shout in the Styx tongue, issuing a series of unintelligible words. She was attempting to control the cat 
by using the Dark Light programming he'd been subjected to during his time in the Colony. And she 
expected unconditional obedience. She was to be disappointed. 

Elliott, also able to speak the Styx language, repeated Rebecca One's words, adding, "Bartleby, I'm 
telling you to come to me." 

The cat stopped. 

It had come down to a battle over his will. 

Rebecca One made another attempt to summon the Hunter using the Styx trigger words. 

But Elliott called him again, and the tug of war came to an abrupt end as Bartleby made his choice. 


He bounded toward the her. He hesitated by the door to the helicopter, shying away from the wind from 
the rotors. 

"Get in, Bartleby!" Elliott ordered him. As the cat came on board in a single bound, she grabbed him 
in her arms. "And get us into the air!" she screamed at Colonel Bismarck. 

Too late to do anything about it, the Rebeccas noticed the length of rope looped around Bartleby's 
neck. Elliott tore a small bundle from it. 

"All this time... and she didn't have it on her!" Rebecca Two realized. 

"The Hunter was carrying the vial," her sister said. 

The helicopter was ten meters off the ground and rising. 

"Throw it to us," Rebecca Two shouted, stepping forward. "Or the deal's off!" 

Limiters had emerged from beneath the trees and others were poised on the pyramid, every last man 
of them with his rifle aimed on Elliott in the helicopter. 

Elliott dangled the small bundle enticingly in front of her. "Okay, it's all yours... you'd better not drop 
it," she said, tossing it down to the twins. 

As Rebecca Two caught it, the helicopter was gaining more height. "One of Will's stinking socks," 
the twin said in a disgusted voice, but nevertheless wasted no time in ripping the threadbare sock open. 
Inside was a single black-topped vial, which she held up to the light to examine. A massive grin spread 
across her face as she gave her sister and the Limiter General the thumbs up. "We've got it!" she howled 
triumphantly. 

The helicopter was some fifty meters from the ground as Rebecca One spun around to the waiting 
Limiters, about to give them the order to open fire on it. 

"I wouldn't recommend that,” the Limiter General said, laying a hand on her arm. "Look over there.’ 

The New Germanian troops had come out to watch the proceedings. Sensing their commanding 
officer might be in trouble, many of them had their weapons drawn, and those around the remaining 
helicopters were pointing them loosely at the twins. 

"Don't worry," the Limiter General said. "These old whirly-birds guzzle fuel, so even if the Colonel 
doesn't take Elliott and the Burrows child back to the city, he can't get very far with them." 

Rebecca One nodded, then waved the Limiters to stand down. 
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"It's over," Elliott whispered as she lingered by the doorway to watch the pyramid retreating into the 
distance, the Limiters on it fast becoming harmless little dots. She exhaled with relief, and then sat back 
on the floor of the helicopter. 

"Was that the genuine article? Was that the Dominion vial they wanted?" the Colonel asked. "They 
seemed satisfied it was, but I need to know — or I'm honor bound to take you back." 

"It was the real thing," Elliott confirmed. "I kept my side of the bargain." 

The Colonel nodded to the navigator, who let the pilot know he should continue on course. As the 
helicopter soared above the treetops, Elliott opened her clenched fist and put something on the floor, 
before using the same hand to wipe the perspiration from her brow. 

"What!" Colonel Bismarck exclaimed, as he leant forward to peer at the black metal device. "I 
thought that was a detonation device?" 

"Im afraid not," she replied, picking up Dr. Burrows' compass and flicking it open so the Colonel 
could see. "I didn't have a dead man's trigger, so I had to bluff my way through with this." 

Colonel Bismarck laughed. 

Elliott smiled wearily back at him. "And I didn't have any explosive in my rucksack either. I used 
everything I had with me for my big entry at the pyramid." She unwound the cable from her arm and 
shrugged the rucksack off her back. "Other than a couple of handguns, this is full of dirty clothes." 

The Colonel laughed even louder, but Will was far from amused. He tried to jump up, but the two 
New Germanians on either side of him on the metal bench held him back. The soldiers were both 
stronger than he was, on top of which his wrists were bound, so he didn't put up a fight. 

"For God's sake," he fumed, as he stared daggers at Elliott. "You gave the Dominion to them. Why, 


after all we've done to stop them getting it? Either you've completely lost the plot, or you're a bloody 
traitor! Or both!" 


Part Three 
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m going to take Chester for a spin in the car," Drake said. "All he does is mope around in 


his bedroom, zapping things on that PlayStation you bought him." 


T 


"Eddie, 


Eddie put his paintbrush down and pushed the magnifying glass aside. "A change of scene might do 


him good," he agreed. "Do you want me to come too?" 


"No, that's fine," Drake replied. 


As Drake crossed the Thames over London Bridge, Chester was in the passenger seat next to him, 
enjoying the breeze on his face through the open window as he peered at the river. But as they 
approached the banks of cameras at the perimeter of the City, London's financial district, Drake closed all 
the windows. Chester watched as the tinted glass slid up, sealing them in the car. 

"Keep your head down through here," Drake advised Chester. "Damned CCTVs everywhere, and 
they have facial recognition programs now. You'd think the whole country was run by the Styx." 

"I'm beginning to get the feeling it is," Chester mumbled pathetically. 

Drake gave him a sharp look. "You can drop the Eeyore act right now. Unless Eddie's bugged the car 
— which he hasn't — there's no need to keep the charade going." 

"Okay," Chester said, his voice brightening. "But why all the pretence, anyway? What's going on 
with him?" 

"All will be clear, in time," Drake said, glaring at a black cab, which had swerved in front of the 
Range Rover. 

They were heading northwest out of London and into the never-ending suburbs. As he regarded the 
throngs of people on the streets, Chester still hadn't adjusted to the sight of so many of them after his 
months underground. His head soon began to hurt as he tried to scrutinize each of them in turn, 
wondering how many were either Styx in disguise, or had been conditioned with the Dark Light and were 
their agents. Maybe he'd become paranoid, but — he told himself — that was probably a good thing. 

As they passed the end of a parade of shabby-looking shops, Drake turned into a run-down industrial 
estate, one side of which was formed by a line of old railway arches. Built from Victorian brick, stained 
soot black from decades of pollution, the arches were either boarded up, or cheap glass and aluminum 
frontages had been fitted across them, with signs that proclaimed, "Pine Furniture — U Won't Find 
Cheaper!" or "Office Equipment — Best Deals In London". Drake drove on until he came to a unit that 
appeared to be some sort of car body shop, and pulled up outside. 

"This way," he said, and Chester followed him through a door in the metal pull-down. The interior 
was littered with discarded car panels, and in the middle of the floor there was a van up on a stand with a 
man working under it, energetically whacking its exhaust pipe with a hammer. 

"Morning," Drake said loudly, and the man stopped what he was doing and emerged from beneath the 
vehicle. Dressed in faded blue overalls, he was heavily built and completely bald. 

"Mr. Smith," he greeted Drake, tucking the hammer away in his tool belt. 

"Everything ready?" Drake asked. 

The man didn't answer, giving Chester a lingering glance. 

"It's all right — he's with me," Drake assured him, then took two glittering objects from his wallet. 
As he dropped them into the man's palm, smeared with engine oil and dirt, Chester saw they were a pair 
of large diamonds. "As I told you before, be careful how you dispose of them.” 

"Sell ‘em? Nota chance, mate, I'm keepin’ these," the man grinned, revealing one of his front teeth 
was gold. "Pension fund for me and the missus, these are." He began to move to the back of the 
workshop, and Chester trailed after Drake as they penetrated deeper into the arched cavern. 

"If all goes according to plan, I might need another vehicle soon," Drake said, as they passed through 
into a combined office and storeroom, with boxes of car components stacked high around a table with a 
telephone on it. 

"Somethin’ sporty this time?" the man inquired. "Somethin’ with a bit of oomph?" 

"Nope, a plain vanilla estate would do me fine. A high-mileage family car — like a BM or Merc. 
And untraceable, of course, just like the Range Rover," Drake replied. 

"No problem. Leave it to me, mate," the man confirmed, as they entered a dimly-lit room with 
lockers in it. 

On a crate, in a crumpled pile, Chester spotted something familiar. "My school uniform!" he 
exclaimed. "What's that doing here?" 

The man unlocked another door at the end of the locker room and thrust it open. From the echoes it 
sounded as though there was a much larger space beyond. As he passed the key to Drake, he said, "T'll 
leave you to get on with your bus’ness, Mr. Jones." 

"It's Smith," Drake corrected him. "The name's Smith." 


"Sorry, yes, Mr. Smith," the man chuckled, flashing his gold incisor again. "And I'll keep my eyes 
peeled. If any strangers come by, "I'll sound the buzzer. Right-oh?" 

"Cool. Thanks," Drake confirmed. After the man had left, Drake turned to Chester, who was 
hovering by his school uniform. "I want you to put that lot on. Then come and join me." 

"But why?" Chester said. As he lifted his blazer to look at the gray trousers beneath it, several large 
photographs slipped to the floor. The uppermost one was a copy of the family picture taken in the pod on 
the London Eye, which he'd seen for the first time when he had tried to go home. And another was of the 
Highfield High School football team, featuring a much younger Chester in his goalie uniform. "And 
Drake, why are these here?" he asked. 

"Oh, yes, bring them with you too," Drake replied. 

Chester was becoming very uncomfortable with the situation. "Can't you tell me what's going on? 
My school clothes... these pictures — this is all a bit freaky." 

"Just keep calm, and do precisely what I tell you," Drake answered. "It'll be okay, I promise you." 

"I suppose," Chester agreed uneasily. As he picked up his blue-and-green striped school tie, it was as 
though he was holding something from a different lifetime. 

Drake went through the door and closed it behind him. 

"Completely hat stand," Chester muttered, as he began to get changed. Now he was alone, he felt a 
hollowness in the pit of his stomach. He had no idea what Drake had in store for him — from his brief 
glimpse of the next room, it was ominously dark in there. And as he got ready as quickly as he could, it 
didn't help that he caught odd noises coming from the room — some shouting, then the sound of 
something being dragged across the floor. He'd grown since he'd last worn the uniform — the trousers 
were ridiculously short and difficult to do up at the waist, and the blazer hardly fitted across the shoulders. 
Walking a little like a Frankenstein monster in the tight clothes, he went to the door and knocked on it, 
before gingerly pushing it open. Then he entered. 

"Come in," Drake bade him from the shadows. 

The space was large — it was surprising how far back the cavern reached — but Chester couldn't 
gauge its full length, because there was only a single light with a coolie shade illuminating a small area 
approximately twenty meters from where he was standing. And directly under the cone of light there was 
a person bound to a chair. His head was down, but it was moving from side to side in small jerks. 

Drake appeared from the darkness to loosen a gag from around the man's mouth. 

The Chester realized who it was. 

"Dad," he croaked, blundering into a second chair he hadn't noticed in the gloom. 

Chester moved into the penumbra cast by the light. His father took a moment to register someone was 
there, then lifted his head to look straight at his son. 

Chester took a step forward. 

"H—" he trailed off. Mr. Rawls gave him such a glare of pure hatred that Chester closed his mouth. 
It was all the more shocking to him because his father was normally one of the gentlest and most reserved 
people you could ever hope to meet. 

But the look Mr. Rawls was giving Chester made him feel as though his father was a complete 
stranger. Despair spread through him, as if his father's love for him had withered away to nothing. 

"What have you done with Emily, you animals?" Mr. Rawls cried. He strained against the ties 
holding his arms behind the chair, and tried to kick his legs out, but it was useless. 

"Don't struggle, Jeff, or we'll work your wife over," Drake threatened. 

"My mum! Where's my mum!" Chester asked Drake. 

Drake went over to Chester and leant close to him, but made no attempt to lower his voice, as if he 
wanted Mr. Rawls to hear every word he said. "She's in a cubicle at the back and she's fine, as long as 
Jeff here cooperates. Now pull up that chair and plant yourself on it. 

Chester hesitated. 

"Do what I say," Drake growled. 

The boy dazedly took his place opposite his father, who continued to stare daggers at him. "What are 
you after, you little thug? Are you trying to get money out of me?" Mr. Rawls asked. His voice became 
high-pitched and slightly hysterical. "Look, don't you realize I'm an actuary... I work for a minor 


insurance company... I don't earn much. You're barking up the wrong tree!" 

Drake intervened at this point. "If you're an actuary, Jeff, I'd expect you to have a highly logical and 
analytical mind. I need you to use that mind right now, for your and Emily's sakes." 

Chester wanted to cover his ears at the ugly torrent of invective that came out of his father's mouth, 
Mr. Rawls tried to turn his head to get a proper look at Drake, who grabbed him and forced him to face 
front again. "Hold the first picture up, so Jeff can see it," Drake ordered Chester, moving beside Mr. 
Rawls now he was staring at the photograph from the London Eye. "Tell me, who's that with you and 
your wife?" 

Mr. Rawls spat contemptuously, then answered. "My son. That's my son, and—" 

"And who is this?" Drake switched on a torch and shone it at Chester's face. The beam was powerful, 
making the boy squint. 

"I HAVE NO IDEA!" Mr. Rawls screamed. "HOW SHOULD I BLOODY KNOW?" 

Chester still couldn't believe it. He was even wearing the school uniform he'd had on in the 
photograph, and yet his father was still unable to recognize him. 

"Look at him really carefully, Jeff, because you do know who he is, and if you don't tell me I'm going 
to kill Emily. She's in a room just behind us, and I'll walk right in there and slit her throat. In fact, I'm 
going to make you watch me do—" 

"No, Drake!" Chester exploded, aghast. "You wouldn't do that!" 

Switching off the torch, Drake went over to Chester. "Shut up," he growled at the boy. Chester did as 
he was told — he wasn't about to argue with him. 

"Who are you people?" Mr. Rawls asked. "Are you canvassing for new BNP voters or something?" 
He laughed viciously 

"I don't think you understand how serious the situation is," Drake said to him, unsheathing his knife. 
It was a terrifying weapon, with a serrated edge. Drake angled the blade so the light caught it, reflecting it 
straight into Mr. Rawls' eyes. "If you don't cooperate, and fast, neither you nor your wife is going to leave 
this place with your internal organs." 

Mr. Rawls blinked as if he was having a bad dream and wanted to wake up. He began to shout for 
help at the top of his lungs. 

Drake marched straight over to him and slapped him hard across the face, then stuck the tip of the 
knife into his throat. Chester jumped up from his chair but said nothing. 

"You can shout until you're blue in the face, but nobody's going to hear you. Nobody's going to come 
to your rescue. So go on, let it all out, Jeff," Drake dared him. As Mr. Rawls fell silent, Drake re- 
sheathed his knife. 

Drake ordered Chester to return to his seat and to hold up the other photographs. He made Mr. Rawls 
describe the boy in each of these, then to describe Chester before him. He forced him to do this over and 
over again, making him look at the photographs and then Chester himself. If Mr. Rawls refused, Drake 
would threaten him with the knife or cuff him across the face, until it became red and bruised. 

As they went through this routine, Chester began to understand what Drake was up to. He was 
attempting to deprogram his father, to purge him of the cognitive patterns the Styx had implanted with the 
Dark Light. And because Chester understood that Drake needed to be so brutal, he began to feel a little 
better about the physical abuse the man was dishing out to his father. 

Then, as Drake slapped Mr. Rawls once again, all that changed. 

"Go to hell!" Mr. Rawls shouted, clearly reaching the end of his tether. "You can do what you want to 
me, but I'm not going to listen to this rubbish any longer." Then he looked down at his lap, steadfastly 
refusing to answer any more questions. 

"We're not getting anywhere with this," Drake snapped. He swept over to Chester and wrapped his 
arm around his neck, squeezing it so hard that the boy couldn't breathe, let alone object. 

"I'm now going to strangle your son, Jeff. This is Chester, right here in front of you." 

The heels of Chester's school shoes scraped against the concrete floor and the photographs slid from 
his lap. The chair went over as Chester desperately tried to break free from Drake's choke hold. 

"I'm going to throttle him," Drake promised, his voice as cold and unemotional that Chester really 
believed that he was going to go through with it. 


Mr. Rawls was still staring at his lap, shaking his head. Then he glanced up and his eyes widened. 

"Chester!" he said, barely audible at first. 

Chester was turning blue. 

"Sorry, can't hear you, Jeff," Drake taunted him in a singsong voice. 

Chester's eyes were bulging, and he no longer had the strength to kick out. 

"You got a few seconds left before he dies, Jeff," Drake said. "You can save him. Just tell me who he 
is. Tell me, who can you see?" 

"CHESTER!" Mr. Rawls shrieked. 

Drake released his grip on Chester, straightened the chair, and helped the gasping boy back onto it. 

"Chester! It's you!" Mr. Rawls was crying now, tears running down his cheeks. Still not fully 
recovered, Chester was both laughing and coughing as he staggered over to his father and flung his arms 
around him. 

"Dad, it's over... we're together again... I dreamt of this," Chester croaked as Drake sliced through Mr. 
Rawls' bonds with his knife. "My dad's back. How can I thank you for getting him back?" Chester 
poured out to Drake. 

"Don't thank me quite so fast," Drake said, as he retrieved the photographs from the floor. "We've 
still got your mother to go yet, and I might really have to kill you this time." 
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Elliott noticed the helicopter had changed course and that the flight seemed to be becoming choppier. 
She immediately looked at Colonel Bismarck, who was talking to the navigator in the cockpit. Shaking 
his head, the Colonel came over to her. 

"There's a problem," he said. "We were en route for the jungle east of the pyramid you wanted, but a 
storm front is showing up on the navigator's screen. It's blowing our way fast, and it's a major one. 

We've already taken evasive action to skirt around it, but we can't even stay on this new bearing for long. 
We can't risk being caught in it." 

"What are our alternatives?" Elliott asked. 

"There's a clear corridor straight to the city. Why don't we take you there, where you'll be safe?" 

"Can't do that, Colonel," Elliott replied. "We need to be east of the pyramid." 

Even as Colonel Bismarck left to consult with the navigator and the pilot, the helicopter turned 
entered the storm fringes, and rain began to lash in through the open door. The Colonel had to hang onto 
the sides as he came back to Elliott again, such was the buffeting they were already experiencing from the 
powerful wind currents. 

"The pilot's going to look for an area somewhere close to here, where there's been a recent jungle fire 
— we can put you down there," Colonel Bismarck told her. "I'm afraid you'll have to make the rest of the 
journey of foot." 


As they felt the first drops of rain on their faces, the Rebecca twins stole glances at the New 
Germanian troops, who were getting ready to board their helicopters. The two girls strolled nonchalantly 
over to the Limiter General. 

"You put the word round?" Rebecca One asked him, as both of them intentionally kept their backs to 
the New Germanians. They didn't want the troops to suspect what might be coming next. 

"I did. My men have been instructed to spare the helicopter crews, but the rest of the troops are to be 
eliminated if they resist," the Limiter General replied in a low voice. 

"And that young officer who helped us," Rebecca Tow put in, "I want him unharmed." 

The Limiter General peered up at the rapidly darkening sky. "Understood, and if this is a storm 
coming over us, our job will be made that much easier. These old birds can't take off in inclement 
weather, and you never know — maybe we'll be able to assume control of the New Germanian troops 
without spilling any blood." 


Rebecca Two rubbed her hands together with relish. "That would be good. More fresh recruits for 
the first stage in our new offensive." 

Her sister grinned broadly. "Yes, with a few small but crucial changes, I think we're going to be 
happy in our new home. Very happy indeed." 
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Colonel Bismarck struggled to get his words out against the slipstream as the helicopter sped along. 
"There! Do you see it?" 

Elliott was right beside him, hanging onto the safety bar by the open door, as the jungle zipped by 
below her. 'Yes — I see it," she confirmed, catching the first glimpse of the tract of jungle recently 
ravished by fire, like a carbon scar amongst all the lush greenery. 

As the pilot headed at full throttle for the clearing, they seemed to get ahead of the storm for a 
moment, and the air currents became less turbulent. 

"Colonel," Elliott began, now they had both pulled back from the doorway. "You've been very 
straight with me, and I'd like to do the same for you." 

The Colonel frowned. 

"T'll say just one thing; watch out for the Styx — don’t underestimate what they're capable of. They 
won't be best pleased that you've let us go. And from what I've heard of your city, they might decide they 
like it there," Elliott said. 

"Thank you, but with their numbers I don't think they pose much of a threat to us," Colonel Bismarck 
replied, although something in his eyes told Elliott he'd taken her warning to heart. 

As the helicopter began its final descent, Elliott threw a glance at Will, who had his head down. She 
switched her attention to the view through the door. The recent fire had reduced the dense jungle to 
nothing more than a blanket of ash, which the wind from the rotors now lifted into the air. It was as if 
they were in the eye of a gray-black tornado, a dense smokescreen that all but blotted out the sun. 

With a thump, they finally touched down, but the pilot didn't cut the engine — the Colonel clearly 
wasn't intending to stop for long. As Elliott leapt from the helicopter with Bartleby following behind her, 
Will was untied and led over. 

"What if I don't want to go with her?" he said to the Colonel, as he rubbed his wrists to restore the 
circulation. "I'd rather see this city of yours. You're all Germans from World War Two, aren't you?" 

"Yes, from before the war ended," Colonel Bismarck replied. "How do you know that?" 

Will inclined his head toward the Colonel's sidearm. "That's a Luger." Then he turned toward the 
other soldiers. "And they've got Schmeissers, haven't they? I want to come and see what else is in your 
city. My Dad would've wanted that too." 

Will had been refusing to look at Elliott, but now eyed her coldly. "And I don't want to be anywhere 
near her." 

Elliott knew that he was still reeling from the loss of his father, but she'd had enough of his comments. 

"Will Burrows, you can be such a pain," she fumed. "Sure I gave them the Dominion vial — I had to, 
but only because you went and got yourself captured. You forced my hand. And you seem to be 
forgetting that I've just saved you from your vile sisters. Once again." 

"Yeah, sure, but at what cost?" he shouted back at her. 

"It's not over yet," she replied quietly, her voice barely audible over the engine. 

"What do you mean?" he asked, jumping from the helicopter and advancing belligerently toward her. 
"Oh, I suppose you've got some great plan for us to waltz in and snatch the virus back from them? Like 
that's going to work! They'll never let it out of their sight now, and we've also got a gazillion Limiters to 
get through, too." He punched his fist into his open palm with a growl. "I don't understand it. You of all 
people, just dropping it into their hands like that. Drake would be bloody ashamed of you!" 

Elliott's face went blank for a moment, as if she was on the verge of crying, then she lashed out at 
Will , slapping him in the face. 

He gasped with shock as Bartleby, upset that they were quarreling with each other, gave a faltering 
meow. 


"How dare you say that," she said in a low, tremulous voice. "It sounds as if Drake's dead, and you 
haven't got the faintest idea what he would've done in the same situation. And why aren't you listening to 
me? — I told you we're not finished. It's not over yet." 

"Oh, sod off!" Will shouted. "I don't want to know." 

"You're looking for someone to blame for what happened to your dad. Well, don't blame me! I did 
all I could to save him!" Elliott shouted. "I might just as well blame you for Drake's death. If you hadn't 
shown up on the Great Plain when you did, none of this would have happened. He might still be alive." 

Will spat into the ash. "You can believe that if you want to. You never liked me anyway. Right from 
the start it was you and Chester, you and Chester... going out on patrol together all the time, like bosom 
buddies," he yelled at her, so livid he didn't know what he was saying any more. 

"Maybe that's because he needed to learn more than you did," she shouted back. 

"Or maybe you just liked him more than me," Will leveled at her. 

"Far be it from me to intrude on your — what do you call it — your tiff with your girlfriend, b—" the 
Colonel began to say to Will, but was cut off by another eruption from him. 

"Hah! You've got to be joking!" Will spluttered, touching his smarting cheek where Elliott had struck 
him. "She's not my girlfriend and never will be!" 

This elicited chuckles from the soldiers inside the helicopter, who fell silent as their colonel gave 
them a stern glance. 

"And you'll never be my boyfriend, because Chester's right — you're a freak!" Elliott countered. 

"I'm sorry to hurry you, but we have to take off," Colonel Bismarck continued. "The storm is coming 
this way, and we don't have much fuel in the reserve tanks." 

Breathing stertorously like an angry bull, Will stomped across the dry ash. But he didn't go far, 
stopping to look at the horizon with his hands on his hips. The Colonel sorted out some rations for Elliott, 
then tried to give her some weapons. 

"I've got a couple of pistols in my rucksack," she said, declining his offer. 

But he wouldn't hear of it, and provided her with a pair of Lugers and one of the Schmeissers Will had 
admired, along with spare ammunition. "In case you come across any unfriendly animals," he told her, 
with a wink. 

"Thank you. I won't forget this," Elliott said, then shouted across to Will. "Make your mind up! Are 
you staying? Or are you going with them?" 

Although he kept his back to her, he shook his head. "No," he grunted in response. 

The Colonel wished Elliott good luck, and gave her a salute as the helicopter returned to the air. She 
watched it go, shielding her eyes from the thick clouds of ash that the blades had swept up from the 
ground. Only when the helicopter had passed out of sight, and all was silent except for the sound of the 
howling wind, did Will finally turn to Elliott. He appeared to have calmed down a little as he picked his 
way slowly toward her. "So tell me... why did you say it's not over yet? What's this genius plan of 
yours?" 

Ignoring Will, Elliott began to make a fuss over Bartleby, wiping the layer of fine ash from his bald 
head. "Back there at the pyramid, you were a very good cat. You did what you were told, didn't you?" 
she said, kneading his temple. 

As Will heard the deep purring of the Hunter, he was becoming increasingly frustrated that Elliott was 
shutting him out. "Why won't you answer me? It's the least you can do!" he ranted, his temper flaring all 
over again. "I have a bloody right to know what you're planning. If it's true what they said, I've lost both 
my parents now. My mum's probably dead, and that foul scum just murdered my dad." 

"I know, I saw it," she said, glancing at Will. "And you must know how sorry I am, but now's not the 
time to think about it. You can do that later." 

"You've got something up your sleeve, haven't you?" Will asked. "Tell me what it is." 

Elliott nodded once. "Okay. I'm going Topsoil — through that tunnel I found by the waterfall." 

"Topsoil? What the hell for?" Will said, his brow furrowed as he tried to work out what she was 
intending to do. "That doesn't make any sense. The Dominion's here... in this world." 

"I'm going Topsoil because whether or not Drake's still alive, I've got to get the vaccine to someone 
there." 


"But... but... I don't get it." With an expression of pure bemusement, Will took a few steps toward 
her, hesitating for a moment, before taking a few more. "But you smashed the vaccine vial — the one 
with the white top?” 

"Yes, I did," Elliott confirmed, as she used Dr. Burrows' compass to check the bearing. Then she 
strode away from Will, who broke into a run to catch up with her, raising a small trail of dust behind him. 
"But not before I'd swallowed the contents," she added, almost as an afterthought. 


Will came to a sudden halt as the penny dropped. "Then... then we have got the vaccine!" he 
exclaimed. "It's in you!" 
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Chester was completely exhausted and not paying much attention to his surroundings. But as Drake 
drove them through the London streets on the way back to the warehouse, the boy was so exhilarated that 
he felt as if he was floating along. His parents had been returned to him. "Mum and Dad," he murmured 
to himself, then began to hum to the tune on the radio. 

The process to deprogram his mother had been a lot less fraught, greatly helped because Mr. Rawls 
also took part. Chester couldn't stop grinning to himself as he thought about the moment his mother's 
eyes had lit up and she'd finally recognized him. 

After that, he'd sat with his parents for as long as Drake had allowed him, telling them how he and 
Will had stumbled across the Colony and the events that had followed. To start with they'd looked at him 
in horrified disbelief, but their own experiences helped to persuade them that what Chester was saying 
was true. Although it was rather hazy in their minds, they both had vague memories of being 
overpowered, and then of ghoulish me shining intense purple lights in their faces. And their recollections 
of events following this incident were also a little unclear to them, as if they were unable to tell what was 
real or what they'd dreamt. 

But they were both so overjoyed that their son was still alive, they were just about ready to believe 
anything — that and the fact that they were still absolutely terrified by Drake, and wouldn't have dared to 
question anything he'd said. 

Now that the spell of the Dark Light had been broken, Drake wasn't taking any chances. He wanted 
Mr. and Mrs. Rawls kept under lock and key for at least the next forty-eight hours, and the bald mechanic 
had eventually agreed to sleep at the premises to keep a close eye on them. In fact, after Drake offered 
him another diamond, he said he was going to move his ‘missus’ into the arches to wait hand and foot on 
Chester's parents. 

"It's weird," Chester said to Drake. "I thought about being back with my parents all the time I was 
underground but, you know, I'd almost given up hope." Then he thanked Drake yet again. 

Drake nodded. "Don't mention it. I couldn't just leave them under the Styx's control." 

"But will they really be all right? Has the Dark Light stuff all gone now?" Chester asked. 

"Reversion therapy isn't a science — you never know what else in the psyche has been tampered with. 
But the Styx might not have gone too deep, and we've certainly taken care of what we know about." 

"You did the same for Will, didn't you?" Chester said. 

"Yes, with him it was a death wish triggered by heights, so it was sort of handy I cottoned onto it 
when we were up on the roofs in Martineau Square. I forced him to visualize the outcome if he jumped 
— made him face his hidden demon — and it did the trick, eventually," Drake replied. "He broke the 
impulse. Strong kid, that." 

"He is," Chester said. "And the most stubborn person I've ever met." Despite his fatigue, Chester was 
beginning to think clearly. "But what will happen to my mum and dad?" he asked. Although his parents 
were safe for the moment, they couldn't stay in the lock up indefinitely. 

"TII move them somewhere else tomorrow. They're in the same boat as the rest of us now — there's 
no way they can ever go home," Drake said, then glanced at Chester. "Do you think they can lead the sort 
of life we do?" 

"They haven't got a choice, have they" Chester replied. "Until we beat the Styx." 

Drake nodded. "Talking about the Styx, you can't breathe a word to Eddie about any of this. How's 
your neck feel? I did my best not to leave any bruises. Let me have a look." 

Chester opened his shirt to show Drake. 

"No, you're fine," Drake said. "I don't want Eddie to pick up on what we've been doing." 

"So you don't trust him completely?" Chester asked. 

"I don't trust anyone completely," Drake replied. "And we've got to get the story straight in case he 
asks anything. We drove around for a while — that'll explain the mileage on the car if he checks — then 
we zipped over to Regents Park for a walk, where you had some lunch followed by an ice cream." Drake 
leant over to release the glove compartment in front of the boy. "Take the wrapper in there and drip some 


of the melted ice cream down your front — make sure it shows." 

As Drake continued to drive, Chester followed his instructions — rubbing the wrapper on the clothes 
he'd put back on after he'd changed out of his school uniform. 

"You said we had lunch?" Chester inquired wistfully. He realized that with everything that had 
happened during the day, he hadn't had anything to eat for hours. 

Drake gestured at the glove compartment. "You'll find some sandwiches in there too. Tuck in, but 
just remember, when we get back to the warehouse, you have to go back into your act and make like the 
world has ended. Got that?" 

"Maximum Eeyore," Chester confirmed, reaching for the sandwiches. 


x x x x xX 


Will and Elliott began to get an idea of just how widespread the jungle fire had been as they continued 
through the barren fields. In places the wind had gathered the ash and charred fields. In places the wind 
had gathered the ash and charred wood into drifts, and the going here was difficult as they sank up to their 
knees in it. 

And every so often they came across what remained of the trunks of the mighty trees. Shorn of their 
branches and a fraction of their original height, these had the appearance go giant sticks of charcoal that 
had been rammed into the ground. 

What had begun as a light breeze was rapidly turning into a powerful wind. Large raindrops began to 
fall, hitting the ash around them and sending it up in little puffs, as though Lilliputian bombs were going 
off. 

Then they were plunged into an eerie half light as the sun became choked by clouds. No wonder 
Colonel Bismarck had been concerned; the storm of all storms was upon them. A searing arc of lightning 
jagged into one of the charcoal tree trunks several hundred meters away, and with a groan it began to 
pitch over, as if in slow motion. Almost instantaneously there was a crash of thunder, so loud it was like 
a physical force, knocking them off course as they went. 

"Run!" Elliott screamed. 

"Lam!" Will screamed back. 

Apart from the fact that the thunderclaps made him anxious, Bartleby seemed to be enjoying himself, 
scampering around in the rain and getting himself covered in ash as if it was all some game. 

Then they came to a steep slope and followed it down. The rain was now torrential, and the 
combination of water and loose ash was treacherous. They kept losing their footing and slipping down 
the gray incline. 

As they reached the bottom, they found themselves in some kind of hollow, where many more of the 
charcoal trunks were standing. They were racing between these as they heard a screech. 

"Bartleby!" Will yelled, and they both ground to a halt. "Where is he?" 

The rain was pelting them with such force that they had to protect their faces as they scanned their 
surroundings for the Hunter. 

There was another screech. 

"He's in trouble," Will shouted, gesticulating to where he thought the sound had come from. 

As they retraced their steps between the carbon tree trunks, they spied movement. 

They crouched low. 

Back creatures slightly larger than rugby balls were crawling slowly over the carcass of a dead 
buffalo. Its stomach was split wide open, and its intestines had been spread over the ground. The 
creatures were feeding on these intestines, nudging at the coils of gut and other body organs as they stuck 
spike-like proboscises into them and sucked. 

"Fleas? Mega Fleas?" Will mumbled to Elliott. 

They did resemble huge versions of these insects, with crooked rear legs and segmented carapaces 
that shone dully under the reduced light. But these creatures appeared to be scavengers and not parasites, 
as they fed on the felled buffalo. Will estimated that there were around thirty of them in the pack, and a 
low humming noise was emanating from them, as if they were communicating with each other. The 


sound seemed to be coming from their forelegs as they rubbed them together. 

Another yelp. 

Ten meters from the dead buffalo, Bartleby was rolling on his back, one of the fleas gripped between 
his paws as it extended and retracted the dark spike from its mouth parts. It was trying to bite or sting 
him. And other fleas were slowly leaving the buffalo carcass to head toward the thrashing cat. They 
clearly weren't just scavengers — they were predatory too. 

Elliott realized Will was unarmed — after they'd argued, she'd kept the weapons to herself. Worse 
still, the Browning Hi-Powers were buried at the bottom of her Bergen, and she only had the New 
Germanian weapons at hand. 

"Here!" she hissed, whipping out one of the pistols she'd tucked into her belt. 

Will turned just in time to catch the Luger she'd lobbed at him. 

He pointed the weapon at the flea in Bartleby's paws, steadied his aim, and squeezed the trigger. 

Nothing happened. 

"Safety's on!" he growled through clenched teeth, and had begun to fumble for the lever on the 
unfamiliar weapon when Elliott fired her pistol. 

The flea in Bartleby's paws was slammed away by the shot, as if it had been swiped with an invisible 
bat. 

As their antennae twitched, the other fleas turned slowly, their jointed legs twitching and humming, 
until they were facing Elliott. Then they began to advance toward her. 

Running between the blackened tree trunks, Will skirted around the back of the dead buffalo in order 
to reach Bartleby. The Hunter was dazed and unsteady on his feet, but otherwise unharmed. Getting hold 
of his scruff, Will was dragging him up onto his paws as one of the fleas at the edge of the pack noticed 
him. 

"Come on, Bart!" Will urged the cat. 

Bartleby was standing now, but he hadn't recovered sufficiently to move at any speed. 

The flea hopped, landing just in front of Will. It happened so quickly, he reacted completely on 
instinct. He shot it at point-blank range. Its hard exoskeleton cleaved open, exposing its white flesh as a 
milky fluid splashed the ground around it. It reminded Will of a coconut he'd won in the shy in the 
traveling fair in Highfield, which he'd cracked open with a hammer. 

He was trying to drag Bartleby away with him as he heard Elliott shout his name and then gunfire. 
Swapping her pistol for the Schmeisser, she was firing short bursts at the advancing horde of fleas. Every 
so often one of them hopped at her, but she was able to shoot it out of the air before it reached her. 

"Go!" she yelled, as she spotted Will and Bartleby, who was now moving under his own steam, 
although rather drunkenly. She wheeled around and they fled together. Within minutes, they'd clambered 
up the other side of the hollow and were in the ash fields again. The edge of the jungle loomed before 
them — they were tantalizingly close to it. 

"They're coming!" Will puffed, as he threw a glance behind them. 

The fleas hadn't given up on the prospect of catching some fresh prey. Now that they weren't 
restricted by the charred tree trunks, they really began to show what they were capable of. They began to 
make tremendous leaps. 

Even above the sound of the rain and the wind, Will could hear the thump of their powerful hind legs 
against the ground as they launched themselves in high arcs. They were dropping out of the sky and 
landing all around. 

Will and Elliott would run ten meters, then stop to deal with the fleas pursuing them, repeating the 
maneuver over and over, but making agonizingly slow progress toward the tree line. They hoped that 
when they reached the jungle, they'd be able to shake the insects off their trail. 

Elliott was dispatching most of the fleas with her Schmeisser, and Will picked off any that got past 
her with his Luger. He was just thinking that they had the situation under control when one of the fleas 
struck his back. It immediately gripped onto his shirt with its pincer-like claws. As he tried to shake it 
lose, he lost his balance and flopped face first into the ash. 

Bartleby's yowl alerted Elliott that something was wrong. Will was rolling over and over, and also 
trying to strike the insect with the butt of his pistol, but it clung resolutely onto him. Worse still, the flea 


was gradually edging toward the exposed nape of his neck. 

Then it drew back its proboscis, making ready to bite him. 

Elliott didn't have time to switch over to her handgun, which would have allowed her to make a more 
accurate shot. 

"Stay face down!" she screamed at the struggling boy. "And stay still!" 

She crouched, aimed, then unleashed a volley with the Schmeisser. 

With a loud crack, Will was showered with white gunk. He hauled himself to his feet, shook his head, 
and began to sprint again. Elliott took care of several more fleas, but then they appeared to give up the 
pursuit. Glancing over her shoulder, Will saw the surviving fleas were springing back toward the hollow, 
probably to return to the buffalo carcass. 

And within twenty minutes, Will and Elliott were under the jungle canopy, where they paused to 
recover their breath. 

"Thanks," Will panted, tearing off some leaves to wipe the remains of the insect from his hair and 
neck. 

"No problem," Elliott replied, slapping the side of her Schmeisser. "It was a hit or miss — these 
things aren't that accurate." 

"You used that?" Will said, still trying to catch his breath. 

"It did the trick," she said. 

"It did," he panted, raising his eyebrows. "But... one thing." 

"Yes?" she asked. 

Will glanced suspiciously at the jungle around them. "If any of these trees look at you with mean 
little eyes... just let them have it too, will you?" 

"What?" she asked. 

Will kicked at the roots of a nearby tree. "Those Bushmen only cared about their bloody pyramid... 
they didn't help us... and I'll never forgive them for what they did to Dad and me." 

"I haven't got the faintest idea what you're talking about!’ Elliott said, as she checked their bearing 
with the compass. "But I'm sure you're going to tell me," she added, "when we have time." 


x x x x x 


After another hour's trek, they'd arrived at the hideaway in the cliff face. 

"Thank God you made sure the Styx didn't get their mitts on any of this," Will said gratefully. He was 
very tired, but his spirits were buoyed as he took inventory of the equipment Elliott had carried to the cave 
for safekeeping. "I reckon we've got enough hardware to deal with anything along the way," he said, as 
he began to pack his Bergen. Then he came to the pistol-shaped tracking device Drake had given him. 
"And this is more important than anything else — this is our ticket home," he announced, holding it up. 

"I hope so," she said, shoving a fresh magazine into a Sten and cocking it. "I truly hope so." 


xX x x x *% 


Colonel Bismarck was shown into the room by the Chancellor's private secretary, tottering on her 
incredibly high heels. 

"Ah, Bismarck, all done and dusted with those dreadful people, I trust? A successful outcome, so we 
can wash our hands of them?" the Chancellor asked. He was lounging in an armchair as a barber put the 
finishing touches to his hair, and a woman in a gray smock gave him a manicure. 

"Yes, the Styx recovered their virus. There was a limited exchange of fire, and although we suffered 
no losses, the Styx had a single casualty. One of the three targets they were searching for was, however, 
unnecessarily put to death during the operation — he was a civilian from the outer world." 

"As long as he wasn't one of ours," the Chancellor exhaled. 

"No. And although there weren't any direct sightings of them, it seems as though the indigenous 
people were somehow involved with the targets. They took two of them inside the pyramid, then expelled 
them again." 


Not the slightest bit curious about this, the Chancellor sniffed dismissively. "Well, they haven't been 
a major threat to us, not like the pirates or the Inquisitors were. And, anyway, that area has nothing of 
value in it. But the academies might want to know what happened. It'll give them something to cluck 
about,” the Chancellor suggested with a perfunctory smile. "Is that all?" 

"I'm compiling a full report for you, sir," Colonel Bismarck replied. "But you should know—" 

"A moment," the Chancellor said, holding up his hand as the barber carefully snipped at his 
moustache. Once the barber had finished trimming it, the Chancellor spoke again. "Continue." 

Colonel Bismarck cleared his throat. "The Styx agreed to an exchange for their virus, as part of which 
a young boy and girl were to be allowed to go free. I'm afraid to say that the Styx do not appear to be 
people of their word, so I had no option but to remove the boy and girl in one of the FA233s, and drop 
them in a remote location. The rest of our troop detachment and the remaining helicopters were left at the 
pyramid, with orders to return to the airfield after I'd gone." 

The barber held up a mirror in front of the Chancellor so he could admire his moustache and his 
heavily oiled hair. "Very acceptable. Thank you," he said, and then the barber took the towel from his 
shoulders with a flourish. "That all sounds — OW!" 

The manicurist recoiled at the Chancellor's shout. 

"Careful, woman — that was very careless of you," he complained, rubbing his finger where the 
woman had inadvertently cut into the flesh. He turned impatiently to the Colonel. "And that must be all 
from you?" 

"Yes, except that I've just learnt that we lost radio contact with the helicopters," Colonel Bismarck 
said. "I suspect the Styx might have something to do with it. I was—" 

"No, I think that improbable — they’ve got what they came for," the Chancellor interrupted. "No, it's 
either that massive storm I'm told is heading our way, or it's equipment failure again." He closed his eyes 
for a moment, as if exhausted. "I suppose you're going to nag me for that increase in your military 
budget, so you can have the new communications system? Just put it all in your report, Colonel." 

"But we should be very wary of the Styx," the Colonel said. The manicurist had risen from her stool 
and was dragging it noisily across the marble floor so she could work on the Chancellor's other hand. 

"Yes, yes, as I said — awful people. And now I must get on. Thank you, Bismarck. Sterling work," 
the Chancellor said, as he shook his newspaper open. 
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Tower Bridge flashed by as a pair of leather-clad riders raced their powerful motorcycles through he 
empty London streets. As they passed the other bridges across the river, they were vying with each other 
for pole position. 

Once in Parliament Square, they were forced to skid to a halt at a set of traffic lights. Drake flipped 
up his helmet visor and gestured at the floodlit Houses of Parliament. "It's said in the Colony that 
passages lead directly there from the Styx Citadel. People say you have direct access into its basement 
vaults." 

Eddie lifted his visor. "Not after Guido Fawkes took the fall for our aborted black op." 

"What? You mean the Gunpowder Plot?" Drake said quickly. "You're kidding me!" 

"The tunnels were filled in after that," Eddie replied, then dropped his visor again. The lights changed 
and he was first off the mark, leaving Drake behind to wonder at his answer. As Big Ben began to ring 
five o'clock, he shook his head once in disbelief, gunned his motorcycle, then let out the clutch to speed 
after the Limiter. 

After parking in St. Anne's Street, they went on foot, taking a right and a left to end up on Victoria 
Street. As the western fagade of Westminster Abbey loomed in front of them, Drake had no idea where 
Eddie was taking him. In the event, the Styx led him almost to the abbey, then reversed direction. Now 
walking more slowly, he was heading toward a row of sandstone buildings, which looked every bit as old 
as the abbey itself. Between the buildings was a short alleyway and, as Drake shot a glance down it, he 
glimpsed a square beyond. Although it was around an hour before sunrise, the street lamps in the square 
allowed him to make out trees and a number of cars parked there. Then he spotted a sign at the entrance 
to the alleyway. "Dean's Yard," he read out loud. "I don't think I've been here before." 

"Keep behind me and stay quiet," Eddie told him in a low voice as, halfway down the alleyway, 
someone in uniform stepped out in front of them. Drake tensed, thinking it was a policeman, but then saw 
from his uniform that he was some kind of porter. The man was standing beside a small red-and-white 
barricade designed to restrict vehicles from entering the square. 

"Evening, gentlemen," the porter said. As he looked the two of them over, Drake knew from the way 
he'd squared his shoulders and had his walkie-talkie ready in his hand that he was expecting trouble. 
There was no way he was going to allow two bikers clad in leathers into the square at that time of the 
morning, not without explaining themselves properly. 

Eddie showed no hesitation in going straight up to the surly man and, when he was close enough to 
him, he spoke a few words in his ear. The porter said nothing back to Eddie, but seemed to immediately 
lower his guard. He pocketed his walkie-talkie, then rubbed his hands together, opening them a little to 
blow on them as if he was feeling the cold. Then, to Drake's surprise, he turned to regard Victoria Street 
down the alleyway, staring straight through both him and Eddie as if they didn't exist. As the man sang "J 
did it my way," in a woefully tuneless way, he simply wandered back to his cabin, whistling more of the 
song before closing the door behind him. 

Drake came abreast of Eddie as they entered the square. "He's been Darklit, hasn't he? You gave him 
some trigger words to let us through. What were they — Frank Sinatra?" 

"No, they were words you wouldn't be able to pronounce. You may not have noticed it, but I was 
concerned that the sequence had been changed. Thankfully, it hasn't," Eddie replied, striding straight 
across the grassed area in the middle of the square. 

"I think I've heard of this place before," Drake pondered, as he scanned the many doorways in the 
Georgian buildings around them. "There's a famous school close to here, and wasn't the father of the real 
Alice in Wonderland its headmaster at one time?" 

Eddie didn't answer as he went straight to one of the doors and pushed it open. Inside was a gloomy 
corridor with a floor of pitted flagstones. They continued down this to another door at the very end, 
where Eddie took out a luminescent orb so he could use a key. Once unlocked, the door creaked open and 
Drake smelt the mustiness of the damp cellar below. They descended a flight of stone steps to find the 
place was crammed with packing crates filled with mildewed school textbooks. 


Eddie squeezed between these to reach the wall at the end of the cellar, where he located a rusty hook 
at head height and tugged on it. Drake was inspecting an ancient ale bottle from the top of one of the 
crates as, by Eddie's feet, a panel around a meter square swung open in the lower half of the wall. 

As he saw the size of the opening, Drake laughed to himself. "And I doesn't even say ‘DRINK ME’ 
on the label," he muttered, and tossed the bottle back into the crate. 

Eddie threw him a quizzical glance. "Sorry?" 

"No, nothing," Drake answered. "I was just thinking how unsophisticated this portal is. All expenses 
spared — no bells or whistles." 

Eddie nodded in agreement. "At the time this was dug in the early nineteen hundreds, we were a bit 
thin on the ground — the events in Russia were our main priority." 

They crawled into the opening and, once on the other side, Drake was able to stand again. He found 
they were in a white-washed passage several meters across, which led to another flight of steps 
constructed of crumbling red brick. 

Drake was going down these steps when he realized Eddie wasn't with him. The Styx was waiting at 
the top, showing no sign that he was prepared to go any further. 

In the light cast by Eddie's luminescent orb, beads of moisture sparkled like diamonds on an elaborate 
spider's web spun between the wall and a crumbling wooden joist. Noticing the web just above his head, 
Drake blew gently on it. A rather obscene spider with a bloated abdomen emerged from a crack in the 
wall, creeping between the exoskeletons of long-dead flies stuck in the web. 

"I take it we're not going any further?" he inquired, as he watched the spider, disappointed there was 
no new victim for it to suck dry, return to its hiding place. 

"There isn't much point — now we know we can access this route. And this is how it goes for the rest 
of the way," Eddie answered. "Just more steps and passages." 

"Fine, as long as it gets us down to the Eternal City with a couple of fully loaded Bergens," Drake 
replied. 

Eddie nodded again. "Then we're done here," he said. 


x x x x x 


As Will and Elliott walked beside the river, the waterfall came into sight. They continued for a short 
distance along the bank until Will came to a halt. "Well, I guess this is it," he announced, with an air of 
finality. 

He gazed at the crystal-clear water, and the exotic dragonflies darting over its surface. "It's very 
special here, isn't it?" he said, raising his eyes to the lower branches of the huge trees, where a flock of 
emerald-green birds chattered away. "And this is probably the last time we'll ever see it," he added. 

Will swiveled around and glanced at the waterfall. Although it was hidden in the shadows, the 
passage was waiting there for them. The passage that would, they hoped, take them to the outer crust. 

Stooping to pluck a blade of grass, Will twirled it between his fingers. "You know, I never told Dad 
that there was a tunnel here," he said disconsolately. 

Elliott nudged a stone with her boot until it fell into the river, but remained silent. 

"Do you think if I had told him, things might be different now? If he'd jumped at the opportunity to 
go back to the surface... he would still be alive," Will posed, his forehead creasing with guilt and regret. 

"No, not the Doc. Not him," Elliott answered, without hesitation. "He wasn't about to go anywhere, 
not until he'd finished his work. You know that." 

Will smiled wanly at her. "Yes, that's true." He took a deep breath. "Okay, Little Miss Vaccine, we 
need to get you to a Topsoil hospital so the doctors can bottle your blood." He slipped off his Bergen and 
took out his night-vision device, easing the band around his forehead and making sure the lens was 
positioned correctly, ready to flip down over his eye. "And as you're so super-duper important now, I'm 
on point. So if anything tries to eat me, at least you'll be safe." 

Elliott raised her eyebrows, her face mock serious. "Sounds like a plan to me," she said, not able to 
stop herself from laughing. 

"Wait — I forgot about Bartleby!" Will exclaimed. They both regarded the Hunter. He'd remained 


further down the stream where he was trying to catch one of the small silvery fish with a paw as it swam 
past. "On second thoughts, we should let bozo go first," Will chuckled. 


x x x x x 


"It's weird being here," Chester said licking the ice cream Drake had bought him from a vendor near 
the Royal Festival Hall. He and Drake were walking at a leisurely pace beside the Thames, in the midst 
of the crowds out that day. "Feels so normal, as if I never left," Chester added, as he looked out over the 
water, the odd ripple glittering as it reflected the brightness of the midday sun. 

As they followed the walkway further along, they moved into the shade provided by Waterloo Bridge, 
where the second-hand booksellers had set up their stalls. 

"All these people, from so many different places..." Chester commented, as he caught smatterings of 
conversation from passers-by. "And not one of them has the slightest idea what's below them," he 
continued, glancing down at the pavement. 

"Maybe it's better this way," Drake replied. "Most people find this world complicated enough as it 
is." 

A group of kids on skateboards hurtled past, weaving their way between the somnambulant tourists as 
if they were a mobile slalom. Chester gazed after them, watching as a tall youth in a baseball cap with a 
large "D" on it came to an abrupt halt. He skillfully kicked down the tail of his board, so it flipped into 
the air and did several revolutions before he caught it. 

"That was cool. You know, I asked Father Christmas for a skateboard just before Will and I 
discovered the Colony," Chester said pensively. "I've never learnt how to use one." 

"Can't say I have, either," Drake admitted. He went across to the raised wall by the water's edge and 
leant against it, taking off his dark glasses to enjoy the warmth of the sun on his face. "But just think 
what else you've learnt instead." 

Chester joined him by the wall. "So are my mum and dad really all right?" he asked, changing the 
subject. 

"In the lap of luxury. I put them up in a hotel with room service. As long as they stay put, you've got 
nothing to worry about — they're safe," Drake assured him. "I know you want to see them again, but you 
have to be patient. We need to get a couple of things done, then I'll move them to a new location where 
you can be with them." 

"With Eddie too?" Chester said. "After you've finished the operation with him in the Eternal City, is 
he still going to be part of the team?" 

"That's rather up to him," Drake replied, angling his head so the other side of his face caught the rays. 

Chester frowned as he had a thought. 

"I take it your silence means you want to ask something else?" Drake divined. 

"Er... yes," Chester answered. He realized some ice cream had dripped down his chin and wiped it off 
with his hand before he spoke. "I've never understood why you stayed underground for so long — you 
could have gone Topsoil any time you wanted, couldn't you?" 

"The original plan was that I infiltrate the Colony and collect as much intelligence as I could on our 
dear friends," Drake explained. 

"Yes, I know that," Chester said. 

"I found out that the network up here had gone south when one of the Scientists told me the Styx had 
caught and killed a member of my cell. That meant the whole thing had unraveled, and there was really 
no reason for me to return Topsoil again. As the Styx had got just about all they wanted out of me 
anyway for the development of their rifle scopes, my usefulness to them had come to an end, and I knew 
that my days were numbered. It was too dangerous for me to stick around in the Colony any longer." 
Drake cleaned the lenses of his sunglasses and put them on again. "So, after a weapons trial in the Deeps, 
I made my move and ran for it. I decided to stay there for a while and continue to gather as much intel as 
I could. And, to be honest, when Elliott came along, it gave me a real reason to remain there. I couldn't 
leave her by herself." 

A tall thin man with a scrawny beard suddenly stopped on the walkway several meters away, eyeing 


Drake, then Chester. 

Chester was immediately suspicious. "I don't like the look of him," he whispered. "Styx?" 

Drake laughed. "No, he's not Styx — he's being too obvious. Besides, can't you see the copies of Big 
Issue under his arm — he's trying to work out whether we're potential customers." 

Nevertheless Chester continued to watch the bearded man until he'd moved on. Now down to the 
cone of his ice cream, he crunched loudly. "And there is something else I can't figure out." 

"What's that?" Drake asked. 

"You can get your hands on explosives when you need them," Chester said. 

Drake nodded. 

"So I was thinking... with Eddie's maps of the layout down there, why don't we just sneak in and do a 
mother of a demolition job on the Citadel?" Chester proposed. "You could take all the Styx out in one fell 
swoop." 

Drake nodded again. "Good question, but it's not that simple. Ever gone into a room with a bad 
infestation of cockroaches — I mean a really bad one — and switched the light on?" 

"No, I haven't," Chester said. 

"Well, I have, many times. Even if they're all over the floor, you can only stamp on a few of them, 
because they disappear, just like that," Drake said, with a click of his fingers. "They shoot back to their 
hiding places, where you have absolutely no hope of finding them." 

"Right," Chester replied slowly as he pictured the scene. 

"Well, it would be just the same with the Styx. You might manage to kill a handful of them, but the 
rest would just vamoose. As you know, there are quite a few operating on the surface at any given time, 
anyway." 

"It wouldn't work, then," Chester put in. 

"Isn't it better to know where they are, down there in the Colony, rather than scattered all over the 
country, where they might become even more active — if that's possible? And besides, how could you 
live with yourself if any Colonists got caught up in the attack? It's inevitable that at least one civilian 
would lose his or her life in the size of explosion you're talking about." 

Chester popped the last piece of cone into his mouth. "Yes, but wouldn't it still be worth it?" 

"So you could live with what politicians call ‘collateral damage’? The death of innocent people?" 
Drake put to the boy. 

Chester chewed thoughtfully. He could see exactly what Drake was saying, although he wasn’t sure 
if he agreed with it. "But if we prevent maybe millions of Topsoil deaths because we've stopped them 
spreading something like Dominion, then I wouldn't feel too guilty about it. Of course, it would be awful 
if any Colonists were killed, but overall it would be a good thing to do. The right thing." 

"The right thing," Drake repeated, then looked at Chester. "There was a time I might have agreed 
with you. But not anymore." 

"Oh," Chester mumbled, unsettled by the intensity in the man's voice. 

"This is for you." Drake reached into his pocket and handed Chester a mobile phone. "Tuck it away 
and, whatever you do, don't let Eddie see it," he said. "We're going back to the warehouse now, and on 
the way I'll tell you what I want you to do." 


24 


The front door shook on its hinges, the pounding on it so excessive that nobody could fail to hear it — 
not even in the rooms at the back of the house. 

"Ooo's that?" complained the Second Officer's mother from the kitchen. 

Mrs. Burrows, propped in her bath chair, already knew that it wasn't a neighbor calling around so 
early that Sunday morning. 

The pounding on the door came again, more impatiently this time. 

"T've got me ‘ands full in ‘ere! Get it, someone — might be Mrs. Evans with the needlework she 
wants doin’," the Second Officer's mother shouted. She always rose before her son or daughter each 
morning, but she was even earlier on Sundays — a special day throughout the Colony when they might 
splash out on a choice cut of meat for their midday meal, rather than their weekday fare, the slimy 
pennybun mushrooms. 

Indeed Mrs. Burrows could smell the fresh rat as it began to cook. Eliza would have bought it at the 
market the day before, and likely as not it wouldn't be the sightless variety, but hog-standard sewer rat, 
because they were less costly. And Mr. Burrows would reap the benefit because rather than the usual 
fungal slop, she would be treated to a thin broth made from boiling the stripped carcasses. 

"Coming... coming,” Eliza called as she stomped down the stairs, annoyed that she'd been interrupted 
while doing her hair. She was still trying to arrange a few wayward strands as she opened the door. 

"Oh!" she said, soft as a sigh. 

The old Styx was standing there, his chin raised as he looked to the right and scrutinized the other 
houses in the terrace along the side of the street. His young assistant was hovering directly behind him, 
and on the pavement there were even more Styx — ten of them, all so similar in appearance that Eliza 
couldn’t tell them apart. The way they were observing their surroundings with small, jerky movements of 
their heads made them resemble a recently alighted flock of birds. But these were terrifying birds of prey. 
Eliza also couldn’t help but notice curtains moving in the houses opposite as the neighbors tried to see 
what was going on. 

The old Styx slowly turned to look at Eliza, who bowed her head and stepped back. It wasn't done to 
meet a Styx's gaze, particularly one as supremely important as this man. In the Colony this was the 
closest thing to a royal visit. Indeed, it was rumored that the old Styx was now the most important person 
in their hierarchy, but nobody knew for sure. 

His black, full-length leather coat creaked as he stepped lightly across the threshold and into the 
hallway. 

His young assistant followed on his heels. "Your brother's home," he said abruptly. 

Eliza didn't know how to respond to this — she wasn't sure if it was a question or an assertion. In a 
state of terrible indecision about what she should say, she began to mumble, but was saved by her mother, 
who had emerged from the kitchen and was doddering down the hallway. 

"If that's Mrs. Evans with ‘er mendin’, tell ‘er she's a day eaerly," she shouted. "We agreed it would 
be tom—" 

As her rheumy eyes fell on the old Styx, she gave a croak not unlike an asthmatic frog. She too 
averted her eyes, clasping her hands at her waist. 

"We've come to see the Burrows woman. She's in here," the young assistant said, already making for 
the sitting room. Again, it was impossible to tell if he was inquiring where Mrs. Burrows was, or if he 
already knew, but both women believed it was probably the latter. The Styx seemed to know everything 
that was going on, down to the very last detail, even if they kept their distance from the Colonists. 

As the young assistant pushed the door open and then drew to the side to let the old Styx enter, Eliza 
stole the briefest glance at this most important of people. She noticed his pale white skin was as creased 
as a crumpled page, and his obsidian-black hair had traces of silver at the temples. But as the subdued 
light from the room fell on his face, what was so shocking was that the hollowness of his cheeks and his 
sunken eye sockets made him resemble an animated corpse. 

Although he was first in the room, he held back as his young assistant went over to Mrs. Burrows and 


lifted her limp wrist. For a moment the young assistant held it aloft in his gloved hand, then simply let it 
drop again. He glanced at the old Styx, who gave him a single nod in response. 

Just then the Second Officer arrived at the bottom of the stairs. Dressed in his shirtsleeves, the big 
man spotted the Styx outside on the pavement and also the way his mother and sister were standing 
mutely, with there heads bowed. Without a moment's hesitation, he strode across the hallway and into the 
sitting room. 

He saw the old Styx and his assistant but didn't announce himself, waiting just inside the doorway. In 
his job as a policeman in the Quarter, the Second Officer had daily dealings with the Styx, so he didn't 
show quite the same degree of awe as rank and file Colonists did when confronted by one. 

The young assistant acknowledged the presence of the Second Officer with a half look. "It was never 
expected that this woman would live past the first day, let alone for the weeks she has. She's going to 
remain in this vegetative state — there's no prospect of any improvement." 

The Second Officer cleared his throat. "Yes, the doctor told us that, but I think she's getting a lit—" 

The young assistant continued as if he hadn't heard a word the Second Officer was saying. "Of 
course, it's remarkable she was able to resist the battery of Dark Lights — many more than we've used on 
a subject in a long time — but it's even more remarkable that she's somehow still alive,” the young 
assistant said. "You've to turn her over to the Scientists," he added abruptly. 

"The Scientists?" the Second Officer repeated, taking another step into the room. 

"They're going to examine her brain. They're interested in her neural physiology and how it conferred 
resistance to our interrogation techniques. She will be taken away for dissection when they're ready to 
receive her," the young assistant said. "You've done a good job." 

The Second Officer couldn't help himself. He uttered the word ‘But’, nearly followed with a ‘No’, an 
act of insubordination against the Styx that would probably have landed him in his own gaol at best — or, 
at worst, with Banishment to the Deeps. 

Perhaps sensing the strength of the Second Officer's feelings, the old Styx fixed him with a stare and 
spoke for the first time. "When you offered to care for this woman in your home, you took rather too 
much on yourself and your family. Look upon this as a blessing." 

The old Styx and his assistant were moving toward the door to leave as the Second Officer managed 
to say, "Thank... you," but only because it was expected of him. Inside, he was yelling, "Keep your 
bloody hands off her, you filthy White Necks! Haven't you done enough already? Let her live out her 
days here, in peace!" 

He took a few seconds to compose himself before he went out into the hallway. The old Styx and his 
young assistant had already left and were moving down the street with the rest of their entourage, curtains 
twitching in the windows of the houses as they passed them. 

Eliza closed the front door, then banged her head against it as if the world had ended. 

"What ‘ave you done? You brought them to our ‘ouse! To our ‘ouse!" the Second Officer's mother 
accused him. "Ohhh," she groaned, sinking down onto the bottom step of the staircase as she fanned 
herself with her hand. "I feel all funny. I'm ‘avin’ an ‘ot flush. I think me dodgy ticker's givin’ out." 

"I hope you're satisfied — you've made our mother ill!" Eliza said, as she wheeled around from the 
door. She groaned as if she too was suffering from some painful affliction. "The shame of it all — the 
Styx in our house, as if we were common criminals or troublemakers. What will people say?" She shook 
her head. "Everyone will know — I can just imagine all the tongues wagging in the market tomorrow." 

The old lady puffed, then looked inquiringly at the Second Officer. "What did they say to you, 
anyway?" she asked. 

The despair evident on his face, the Second Officer didn't answer right away. "They're taking Celia 
for a medical examination," he eventually replied. 

"What sort of exhamanation?" his mother demanded. 

The Second Officer couldn't contain his despair any longer. "They're going to put her on a slab and 
cut her up!" he blurted. 

There was a moment as Eliza met eyes with her mother and they absorbed this piece of information. 
Then their faces cracked into huge grins and the old lady, apparently forgetting her ‘dodgy ticker’, leapt to 
her feet. She and Eliza began to dance around one another, chanting, "She's going, she's going. They 


were like two children who had been told that they were let off school tomorrow because it would be 
closed for the day. 

As the Second Officer returned to sit with Mrs. Burrows, the sounds of jubilation were still coming 
from the hallway. "I'm so sorry, Celia," he said. "It's out of my hands now." 


x x x x x 


"There's another of them," Will noted, slowing as he pointed at the three-pronged symbol carved into 
the side of the stone passage. He automatically put his hand to his neck, although Uncle Tam's pendant 
no longer hung there. 

He turned to Elliott. "The effort that must have gone into hollowing out this passage is simply mind 
boggling. I suppose the Ancients wanted a link between their "Garden of the Second Sun" and the outer 
crust. Maybe for a trading route between both worlds." 

"When you come out with stuff like that, you have no idea how much you sound like your father," 
Elliott remarked. 

"Do I?" Will replied, quietly pleased that she should think that. He hiked his Bergen up on his back. 
"At least I've got Dad's journal in here — thanks to you. You saved it. After he was shot I wasn't 
thinking straight... in fact..." 

Will was constantly aware that he was now the guardian of Dr. Burrows' journal, the sole record of all 
his investigations. If he could get it to the appropriate people on the surface, it should secure his father's 
place in history as one of the greatest explorers of all time and, in some way, guarantee him immortality. 
And this notion helped Will to cope with the immense sense of loss he was feeling for the man who'd 
been the single most important person in his life. 

"... in fact, I wasn't thinking at all," he mumbled, his expression vacant. 

"Nobody'll blame you for that," Elliott assured him. 

Will came out of his short reverie and frowned. "And do you know, we haven't gone that far yet, and 
I'm already beginning to feel lighter. The gravity's definitely less." 

"Definitely," she agreed. "Now can we get a move on? We've got so far to go, I don't want to think 
about it." 


25 


The Limiter General timed it perfectly. As the storm receded, the fleet of helicopters swept in low 
and put down in the middle of the stadium. The massive complex had been built outside the city limits 
several decades ago for a celebratory rally. But now the previously well-kept area was overrun with 
weeds — and a perfect spot for the FA233s to land without being seen by anyone in the city itself. 

The Limiter General was supervising his men as they escorted the New Germanian prisoners from the 
helicopters, corralling them down one end of the field where three long, vertical banners stirred in the 
dying wind. Each of these banners had once proudly displayed the New Germanian national symbol — 
an eagle against a stark red and black background. However, in the intervening years they had become so 
sun-bleached and tattered, the eagle and the stark colors had faded almost to nothing. 

The prisoners were standing with their hands on their heads, their eyes downcast as they waited for 
instructions. 

"Load of wimps," Rebecca Two commented. 

There hadn't been a single casualty at the pyramid as the Limiters had take the whole complement of 
New Germanian soldiers by surprise and assumed control of their fleet of helicopters. The Rebecca twins 
had been far from impressed by the soldiers’ willingness to lay down their arms and surrender. 

"It's a failure of leadership," Rebecca One agreed, curling her lip disdainfully. "That's something we 
can fix." 

"Leadership? You mean the fat bloke who lives in the arch, with his shiny hair and a taste for the 
good life?" Rebecca Two asked, raising an eyebrow. 

Rebecca One tittered snidely. "Yes, him — the fat Chancellor. Though Coxy seemed to have a soft 
spot for him." 

"Poor old Coxy. Did we bring his body back with us in the end?" Rebecca Two said. 

"We did. Why?" 

Rebecca Two was thoughtful fora moment. "Because I think the first official engagement the fat 
Chancellor presides over — as our puppet, that is — should be a full state funeral for Cox. You know, a 
band playing, military honors, and an aircraft fly-by and—" 

"Yes, and a statue. A very lifelike and a damned great statue, in that square where the Chancellery 
is," Rebecca One proposed, then chuckled. "And it should be just outside the fat Chancellor's window, 
where the doofus has to see it every day. Coxy would be amused by that." 

The merriment suddenly left her face and she gave a small hum, as if irritated. 

"What is it? her sister asked. 

"It's Will and Elliott. I can't believe we let them slip through our fingers again. It was fun dispatching 
Dr. Buckwheat, but we were just getting into our stride when Elliot caved like that, and gave us back our 
virus. Pity... we had Will right here." Looking at her hand, she clenched it into a tight little fist. "We had 
him right here, and we let him go." 

Rebecca Two smiled sanguinely. "Don't be disheartened. We achieved the main objective, and there 
will be time enough, time to mop up the little annoyances later. One needs something to look forward to 
— that what makes life worth living." She stopped speaking as she watched the young blond-haired 
officer being conducted away from where the other New Germanian troops were being held. He was 
between two Limiters, a third following close behind with a small case in his arms. 

"So the processing begins," Rebecca One observed. 

Her sister nodded in the officer's direction. "That's the soldier who met us when we first entered the 
city. He's a good man — he saw sense when I threatened him. He saved your life with his quick 
thinking." 

"Right," Rebecca One said in a drawn-out way, a slight smile playing on her lips as she threw a 
sideways glance at her sister. 

"I hope that they're not too rough, and they don't break him," Rebecca Two said earnestly, still 
watching as the group headed toward one of the archways set into the banked ramps of seats at the side of 
the stadium. "You know, if you don’t mind, I think I'd like to sit in on his session... make sure they do it 


properly." 

With a knowing chuckle, Rebecca One prodded her sister. "Don't you come over all serious with me 
and pretend that this is purely business — you really like him, don't you? You've got a thing for Captain 
Goldilocks over there." 

"Captain Franz," her sister said, then regretted it. 

"Ha! You even know his name!" Rebecca One cawed, then dissolved into peals of laughter. 

"Don’t be silly," Rebecca Two mumbled, making an embarrassed tutting sound as she began to walk 
quickly toward where the Limiters were leading the officer. 


xX xX x x x 


Due to their increasing weightlessness, Will and Elliott were moving through the Ancient's passage at 
a rate of knots. 

They merely had to kick themselves off and they were literally flying through it. For the greater part 
the passage was straight, with only gentle curves to negotiate, which they did by fending themselves off 
the sides. And when they did encounter sharp bends, Will would spot these first with his headset and 
shout a warning to Elliott to slow down. 

It was as if they were falling, only sideways, or maybe upside down. Will wasn't quite sure how one 
classified up or down, any more. 

And it certainly helped that they had both mastered a similar form of spacewalk locomotion during 
the months they'd spent in Martha's level back at the Pore. 

The only hazard along the way was if they ran into a dust cloud or some of the loose debris floating 
freely in the air. It wasn't a regular occurrence but, nevertheless, it could be a painful one as they hit it at 
the speeds they were going. 

And to keep himself occupied, Will tried to calculate how fast they were actually traveling. He 
reckoned it might even be as much as fifty kilometers an hour. 

"The radius of the Earth... six thousand, three hundred kilometers... but this tunnel will be shorter... 
because of space the inner world takes up... therefore... we might have a total distance of... oh, I don't 
know... four thousand kilometers to go," he said out loud, as he thought it through. "At this speed," he 
yelled to Elliott, "we're going to get there in no time at all!" 

"Don't count your lizards ‘til they've spawned," Elliott advised him. 

Some time later, Will saw that Bartleby had come to a stop up ahead. 

"BRAKES ON!" he yelled at the top of his voice to alert Elliott. He reached out to grab the side of 
the passage as he tried to slow himself. 

But it didn't go according to plan, and he began to spin through the air until he was close enough to 
the side again to reach it and bring himself to a halt. 

He heard Elliott's screech from behind, and shot a hand out to seize hold of her as she rocketed past. 
He managed to catch her, but her momentum swept him off the side again. 

"Didn't you hear me?" he asked as they both finally came to a rest. 

"No. Ididn't. Shout louder next time, will you?" she snapped back at him. 

They were so tired that tempers would occasionally flare, and they'd end up arguing over the smallest 
thing, but this time they were both distracted by what lay ahead. 

Just beyond where Bartleby was performing slow revolutions in the air, there seemed to be something 
across the passage, blocking it. 

Will approached, finding that it wasn't rock, but thick and slightly shiny filaments projecting from the 
side walls. They weren't that dense, but as far as he could make out they continued for some way along 
the passage up ahead. 

He used the barrel of his Sten gun to probe them. The filaments were flexible, wavering as he pushed 
against them. 

"I have no idea what this is," he admitted, yanking on a single filament to snap it off from where it 
was anchored. It was gray in color and about seven centimeters in diameter. "Maybe some type of plant? 
Dead plant? Or maybe a mineral of some kind, which has formed here due to the low gravity 


environment?" He whistled through his teeth for a moment as he examined it. "But whatever it is, it 
could slow us down," he said. 

"It didn't slow the two Rebeccas down much, did it, when they came this way?" Elliott disagreed. She 
pushed herself toward the filaments and yanked another strand from the rock, then moved back and took 
her Bergen off. She proceeded to set fire to the filament, calling over to Will as she was successful. 

"Yes! It burns really well! Hot food!" she announced. 

"Brilliant. I could do with some," Will replied, taking the tracker out and switching it on. As he 
pointed it in different directions and it emitted a variety of slow clicking sounds, he was studying the dial 
on top of the device. "The signal's weak, but we're still on course," he said, nodding to himself. 

There had been a number of passages branching off from the main route, but these were generally 
smaller, so there was little confusion about which way they were meant to go. And although he was 
curious to find out where the side passages led, Will knew that their priority was to finish the journey 
before their supplies of food and water ran out. There was the other consideration that the Styx might not 
be far behind in the tunnel as they raced back to the surface to use the Dominion virus there. Will didn't 
much like the idea of bumping into them, and it made it all the more important he get Elliott Topsoil as 
soon as he could. 

As Bartleby floated past him on his way over to Elliott, a trail of sparkling beads of saliva spilling 
from his open mouth, Will caught the smell of meat cooking. 

"God, I am starved. Don't let that cat get mine," he said, putting the tracker away again. 


x x x x x 


A day later, Will began to notice tiny flickers of light. At first he thought his headset was 
malfunctioning, but as he flipped the lens up and slowed, he saw that small blue sparks were creeping 
along the top of his Sten. 

Elliott had pulled up beside him. As her rifle came close to his Sten, a thin blue spark leapt between 
the barrels. 

"What's that?" she exclaimed. 

"Turn your lantern off," he told her. 

She took her Styx lantern from where it was clipped to the shoulder strap of her Bergen and 
extinguished the light. 

Any object on them made of metal, including the Styx lantern itself, had eerie blue waves of light 
creeping over it. 

"I think it's some kind of electrical charge. Might be static?" Will said. "And can you hear that?" 

In the darkness, they listened. There was definitely a low rumble, a vibration filling the passage. 

"Yes, I hear it," Elliott said, as she switched the lantern back to its lowest setting. 

"I wonder..." 

"What?" she asked as Will stared into the distance, frowning. 

"No, I was just thinking — I wonder if, right now, we're level with the crystal belt. This build up of 
electricity might have something to do with the triboluminescence — those huge flashing crystals we 
went past before on our way to the inner world," he suggested. "So where we are now, we could be right 
next to the void." He glanced at the rock of the passage wall. "Maybe it's through there somewhere." 

"So you're saying we could be halfway across?" she asked. 

"Could be," he replied. 


Part Four 
On The Offensive 
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There were two sets of equipment spread out on the floor, and Drake was carefully checking off each 
item from a list as Eddie watched him. 

"We'll both be carrying fifteen of these," Drake said, pointing with his pen at some silver canisters, 
each the size of a small thermos flask. "They contain pesticide at incredibly high pressure, and at 
incredibly high concentration," he explained. "We'll plant them at regular intervals in the margins around 
the Eternal City, with radio-detonated charges strapped to them. As they go off, the pesticide will be 
released in aerosol form, and the convection currents will ensure that full dispersal takes place. By my 


calculations, the whole area should receive blanket coverage in sufficient strength to do the job." 

"Pesticide bombs," Eddie reflected. 

"Precisely," Drake said. "No more snails... so no more nasty little viruses for the Scientists to cherry- 
pick." 

Chester slouched into the room, his shirt hanging out on one side of his jeans as if he'd got dressed in 
ahurry. Drake glanced up at him, but went on without a pause, nudging a bulky coil of rope with his 
foot. "Eddie, you said we should bring this — there's probably more here than we'll need, but I've erred 
on the side of caution." Then Drake indicated a pair of small black boxes, leaning forward to lift up the 
wires trailing from the closest one with his pen. "Throat mikes. We'll keep in constant touch throughout 
the op with these — they're current issue Specfors kit." 

"Specfors?" Eddie inquired. 

"Special Forces," Chester chimed in. 

Both Drake and Eddie looked at him, somewhat surprised that he knew this. He inclined his head 
toward his bedroom. "From the PlayStation game I was on this morning," he grunted. 

"Right," Drake said, as he resumed. "Anyway, these units are far less cumbersome and more reliable 
than conventional headsets." 

"And those?" Eddie asked, indicating the two piles of folded green uniforms. On top of each Drake 
had laid a gas mask. "I already have my Limiter respirator and fatigues." 

"These are better — they're the latest issue NBC kit," Drake answered. 

"Ah, that's one I don't know," Chester piped up. 

"It stands for Nuclear, Biological and Chemical, but the military refer to them as Noddy suits," Drake 
said with a brief smile. "And they're essential down there in the Eternal City — you know what happened 
to Will when he passed through the city the first time without a respirator?" 

"He and Cal only just managed to avoid being chewed to death by a stalker?" Chester said sourly. 

"Or do you mean he was nearly grabbed by those killers from the Division?" 

Drake fixed him with a stare to let him know he was overstepping the mark. 

"Yeah... I know — he was pretty ill," Chester finally said. 

"There are some thoroughly unpleasant pathogens knocking around down there, which is the point of 
this whole exercise," Drake said, now shifting his gaze back to the gas masks. "And, to be frank, if you're 
wearing one of these Noddy suits and we're spotted, then you're less likely to be recognized by your old 
oppos. On that topic..." Drake indicated the pairs of pistols and rifles. "These fire tranquilizer darts in 
case we bump into anyone from the Division once we're inside. The dose in the darts is enough to put a 
man out for a good fifteen hours." Drake glanced up at Eddie. "So nothing lethal, just as we agreed. The 
worst that will happen is your former buddies wake up with a blinder of a headache." 

"Thank you," Eddie said. 

"I don't get it, Drake," Chester snapped, his head lowered as he glowered at Eddie. "Just because 
you're working with a Styx, you're prepared to let the rest of them off the hook?" 

"Now just a second," Drake objected. 

"No, let him say his piece," Eddie put in calmly, his normal implacable self. "I can see he needs to get 
something off his chest." 

Chester was red in the face as he went on. "They wouldn't think twice about killing any of us — or 
my parents for that matter — if it came to it, but you're happy to let them off the hook because you've 
thrown your lot in with your new best mate." He flicked a glance at one of the dart guns on the floor. 
"You should be using real bullets, not these kid's toys." 

Eddie nodded. "I don't know what I can say that will change the way you feel, not after what you've 
been through," he said. 

"Yes, what can you say?" Chester scowled. 

Eddie walked to the wall of windows and looked down on the view of the Thames, and then across to 
the buildings on the opposite bank. "But what I will say to you is that this world you've built yourselves 
is doomed. It's not sustainable. You strive for growth at any cost — more technology, more people, more 
freedom, and all the time you're strangling the planet, the basis for all life." 

"But we're doing things to save the—" Chester began to object. 


"Save the environment?" Eddie rebuffed him, then laughed loudly. Both Chester and Drake were 
taken aback at this — neither had heard him as much as chuckle before. "Your politicians are weak, and 
have neither the will nor the power to make the changes in time, because the people themselves are weak 
and won't forego their luxuries. But my people, the Styx, would take immediate and complete control of 
industry to slash population levels, and also implement a feudal system so that every member of this 
nation knows precisely where he or she stands." 

Chester frowned. "A feudal system?" 

"Yes, just as there was in the past. Everyone would work for the common good, and there would be 
no unemployment, because those who refuse to work would be consigned to ghettoes, and be excluded. 
We will change everything. We will save everything. We will save you from yourselves." 

Chester was completely thrown by all this, glancing at Drake, who said nothing. "But that's rubbish. 
If you really want to save people, why do you go around killing them all the time?" 

"Because it's the only way we can achieve our aims. I grant you that using the Dominion virus is not 
the right approach, which is why I'm here, but remember..." Eddie turned to Chester and locked eyes with 
him. "We have to share this world with you, so you're defiling our home too. Why should we just stand 
by and let you do that? If we're forced to take a few lives along the way in order to rescue the planet from 
a foul, lingering death, wouldn't you say we were just acting in self-defense?" 

Chester shook his head emphatically. "No, what you're saying is crazy. It's twisted. Everything will 
be okay without all this stuff you're suggesting. Nobody has to die." 

Eddie swept his hand at the vista through the windows. "You won't be telling me that in twenty years' 
time when the sea levels have risen, and all this is under thirty meters of water. When the food riots start, 
and you have to kill for your next meal." 

"Drake, tell him he's wrong," Chester implored. 

"You started it," Drake replied. 

Eddie left the window and went over to his battle scene, taking something from the corner of the 
table. "Chester, I bought you these films to watch." He glanced at the uppermost DVD. "This looks like 
an interesting one — it's all about these giant robots that come to Earth from outer space and have to 
battle its population in order to save it... to avert an ecological disaster." 

Chester had no idea how to react to this, simply going over to Eddie to take the films from him. "Er... 
great... thanks," he mumbled. He turned to Drake, looking more than a little sheepish. "This operation... 
are you sure you don't want me along with you? I could act as a lookout? Or I could just help carry some 
of the kit?" 

No need, Chester — we've got it covered," Drake replied. "Two of us will be enough — we're just 
going to slip in and get the job done — shouldn't take more than a couple of hours once we're on the 
ground." 

"S'pose I'll go and watch my films then," Chester said, as he shuffled out of the room. 


x x x xX x 


"Hallelujah!" Eliza shouted as she heard the clack of horses' hooves on the cobbled road outside. She 
ran to the window to peer out. "Yes, they're here!" she confirmed with another exultant shout as the cart 
drew up outside. 

"The day we've been hopin’ and prayin’ for ‘as finally arrived," her mother proclaimed as she tore out 
of the kitchen, drying her hands on her pinafore. 

A thickset Colonist in a gray smock coat jumped down from beside the driver, the cart rocking as it 
was relieved of his not insignificant bulk. In a workaday manner, he began to trundle toward the house. 
After a few paces he stopped abruptly, swearing as if he'd forgotten something, then swung around to the 
cart again. 

Eliza was still watching through the window. "No... what is it now? Don't go back! Can't we just get 
this over with?" she urged, as he went to the rear of the cart. Leaning over the side, he retrieved a 
clipboard, then resumed his lumbering walk toward the house. He had raised his meaty, club-like hand, 
and was about to rap on the door when Eliza whisked it open. 


"Oh," he said. Eliza couldn't help but stare at the man's eyebrows — they were so full and white and 
bushy they reminded her of the blight of giant penny-white caterpillars the rural areas of the North Cavern 
had suffered a few years ago. Surprised at how promptly the door had been opened, the man's eyebrows 
now seemed to be moving independently of each other, and it was all Eliza could do to fight the 
temptation to swat them. 

"G'd morning," he mumbled, his hand still poised in the air. He slowly lowered it, and the twin 
caterpillars ended their act of levitation as they settled on the ridge of his brow. Then he squinted at the 
printed papers on the clipboard. "Is this the residence of the Second Officer?" he inquired. 

"It is," Eliza answered eagerly. "But he's not here. He's at work." 

"No matter. I can serve this notice anyway," the man said and, clearing his throat, began to read. 
"Under Order 366, Edict 23, for the furtherance of the Scientists' knowledge, you are hereby required to 
provide—" 

The Second Officer's mother poked her head out from behind her daughter. "You've come for the 
Topsoiler," she cut him short. 

"Er... I have," the man confirmed. 

"Then don't bother with all that offissal ‘ogwash. She's in ‘ere," the old lady said. Although her aged 
body was small and shrunken, she pulled hard on the man's arm, tugging him into the sitting room where 
Mrs. Burrows was in her bath chair. "Just get rid of ‘er." 

"This is the person?" he inquired. 

"She's not a person, she's a Topsoiler. Now, please, just get her out of here," Eliza said impatiently. 
‘But leave the bath chair because it's not ours and we have to give it back." 

Placing his papers on the sideboard, the man rolled up the sleeves of his smock. He made clicking 
noises with his tongue as he looked Mrs. Burrows over, trying to work out how much she weighed, as if 
she was a piece of unwieldy furniture. However, the oversized dress that swamped her slim frame made it 
rather difficult for him to make an assessment. With a last click of his tongue, he stepped closer to her, 
tentatively lifting her arm in the billowing sleeve of her dress. 

"And we want to keep the clothes, undergarments and all," Eliza informed him. 

Aghast at the suggestion, the man turned to her, one of his caterpillars almost doing a handstand on 
his sloped forehead. "What do you expect me to do — take them off her? I can't do that — wouldn't be 
decent." 

"No, not now," Eliza laughed. "My brother can pick them up later." 

Relieved, the man continued his assessment of Mrs. Burrows. "She doesn't walk?" 

"No," Eliza laughed bitterly. "She's deader than a slug in a pint of New London — where she is now, 
there's no coming back. So just take her out and throw her on your cart!" 

With a nod the man wrapped his arms around Mrs. Burrows' waist and hoisted her limp body from the 
chair. 

There was a threatening growl from the corner of the room and Colly reared up at the man, baring her 
sharp teeth. 

As the man swung Mrs. Burrows' body round to shield himself from the cat, the Second Officer's 
mother was flabbergasted. "Colly — what's wrong with you?" 

"Is she on heat or something?" the man said, looking decidedly worried. 

"To your basket! Now!" the old lady scolded the cat. 

Under her loose skin, Colly's muscles were bunched like knotted ropes as she made ready to pounce at 
the man. 

"Colly!" Eliza shouted, raising her hand to cuff the animal. Still she showed no intention whatsoever 
of backing off, so Eliza seized hold of her by the scruff of the neck and began to drag her into the hall. 
The cat's extended claws snagged a threadbare Persian carpet on the floor so that it came out of the room 
with her. But Eliza eventually managed to get the hissing animal into the kitchen where she shut her in. 

"I don't know what came over that ‘unter," the Second Officer's mother apologized. "She's normally 
good as gold, and never that way, not with no one." 

"No matter," the man said, hurriedly slinging Mrs. Burrows over his shoulder as if she was a sack of 
potatoes, and heading for the door. He stopped with a muttered curse. "Nearly forgot again — pass me 


my papers, will you?" 

The old woman tucked the clipboard under his arm and he continued on his way. 

Eliza and her mother went to the door to watch as the man deposited Mrs. Burrows in the back of the 
cart. And, all the time, there was a frantic scratching, interspersed with low, baleful wails from the 
kitchen. 

"What ‘as got into that animal?" the old lady said. "I don't understand it." 

"Maybe she feels the same way about the Topsoiler as my dear misguided brother?" Eliza replied 
maliciously. "He's going to be heartbroken that he didn't have a chance to say a final farewell to his 
darling basket case. And in no time at all the Scientists will be opening her head like a cess oyster." 

"Cess oyster?" the old lady repeated, not catching on. 

"Yes — you know — CRACK!" Eliza said, moving her hands as if she was using a hammer and 
chisel, which was the only way to prise one of those hardy crustaceans open. 

She and her mother could hardly stand as they descended into howls of hysterical laughter. The noise 
they were making prompted the neighbors across the street to come to their windows to see what all the 
merriment was about. 

"CRACK! CRACK! CRACK!" Eliza shrieked, tears in her eyes. 
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As the clicks came fast and strong from the tracker, Will and Elliott stopped by the side passage. She 
looked at him questioningly, and in response he gave her a broad smile. 

"Through here — somewhere — is the submarine," he said. "I planted a beacon on the conning 
tower." His face lit up as something occurred to him. "Want to take a look at it? At the submarine? We 
could find out how the Rebecca twins managed to get into this pass—" 

"I absolutely DO NOT," she snapped, her voice rising into a shout. 

"Oh, all right," he said meekly. 

Elliott's eyes were hard and uncompromising as she stared at him. "Come on, Will — what if one of 
us slips and we get stranded in the middle of nowhere again, floating around like last time?" 

Will was about to say that if this happened they could use his father's method of firing a weapon to 
propel them back to the side again, but thought better of it. "Let's just keep going, then," he murmured. 

As the gravity began to return, their jumps along the passage became shorter and shorter, until they 
were covering the distance far more slowly than before. 

Then they came to a place where the rock had fractured and shifted, and had no choice but to worm 
through a tiny crawlspace before they could continue on their way again. And shortly after this, they 
found a seam had opened up and split the rock all around the passage. There was nothing but a yawning, 
dark chasm. Although it was approximately thirty meters from side to side, they still managed to jump 
across the gap and resume their journey. 

"There are more signs of tectonic movement in this area," Will had said to Elliott. He didn't say any 
more, wondering if it had occurred to her that they might hit a dead end. If he was right and they'd passed 
beyond the Russian submarine, then the Rebecca twins hadn't been down this stretch of tunnel. And in all 
likelihood, somewhere up ahead, the flexing of the Earth's crust over the centuries could have been so 
extreme that the passage was blocked altogether. 


x x xX x x 


Many hours later, the gravity had become even more pronounced and they were forced to walk along 
in bounding steps. Sometimes they were forced to walk along in bounding steps. Sometimes they even 
had to heave themselves up sections of the passage, which was turning through a series of alternating 
bends. 

"Oh, no," Will exhaled as they went around one of these bends. 

They'd come to what he'd been dreading. 

The way ahead was completely blocked by a cave-in. 

He took out the tracker and checked the signal emanating from the next beacon. "It's so close," he 
said. 

"And I'm so tired," Elliott whispered. She slumped down into a sitting position, her head bowed, as 
Bartleby settled beside her, panting hard. 

"But he signal," Will began. 

"Don't tell me. I don't want to know," she murmured, then closed her eyes. 

"Elliott," Will said, but there was no reaction. She was fast asleep. 

Weighing up the options, Will stumbled over to inspect the plug of debris in the passage. They could 
try to find a way around it by taking one of the smaller offshoots, but as far as he could remember they'd 
passed the last of these some kilometers back. And even if it did prove to be an alternative route, the 
prospect of retracing their footsteps now that they were so close was just the last straw. 

Or they could just try to dig their way through, although it was impossible to tell how much rock was 
in the way. 

"Re-excavate," Will muttered to himself, making up his mind to see how far he could get. He glanced 
again at Elliott as she slept. He didn't want to wake her. Slipping his Bergen off and rolling up his 
sleeves, he began to move the rocks, lifting them aside one by one. At least the reduced gravity meant 


that he could shift even the largest slabs, something which would be unthinkable on the surface. 

After several hours, Will was soaked in sweat and still hadn't made it through. He was so weary, his 
legs were like jelly. Flopping down, he closed his eyes and experienced the sensation that he was falling 
through the ground, a sensation he knew came of chronic fatigue. "Stop for a few minutes," he said to 
himself, "then get going again." 

"This is one of those life or death moments. Stay there, and you might never get up again," a 
rumbling voice announced. "You and Elliott haven't been sleeping or eating enough. Neither of you are 
in great shape. You might not have the strength when you finally come to again." 

"Shut up, Tam," Will whispered, catching the outline of someone sitting beside him as he fought to 
keep his eyes open. "Not real... I know... you're... not... real." 

"I'm as real as you want me to be," Uncle Tam replied with a measure of indignation, then blew out a 
mouthful of pipe smoke. It drifted into Will's face, and he coughed. 

"That really stinks," Will mumbled, "And it's bad for you." 

Uncle Tam's response was to blow another cloud at the boy. "I'm dead, Will. It's hardly going to do 
me any harm now," he chuckled. "And if you lie down on the job now, you'll be joining me soon. Don't 
just jack it in, Will. Too many Topsoilers are depending on you." 

Something occurred to Will, which suddenly made him extremely annoyed. "Hey, yes! That pendant 
you gave me was a bloody joke. It didn't help at all — the Bushmen..." 

As Will sat bolt upright, he thought he could hear the faint echo of laughter, but there was no sign of 
the big man. However, he was wide awake now, and Tam's words stuck with him. 

Too many Topsoilers are depending on you. 

"Oh, come on, then," Will urged himself as he got to his knees, and then clambered to his feet. He 
renewed his attack on the cave-in, whistling to himself and sometimes counting each rock he extracted 
until he reached a hundred, then started over again. 

An hour later, he was really beginning to flag as he prised a large slab loose and it set off a small 
avalanche. He jumped back, not wanting to be caught as the stones rolled toward him. Then, as he crept 
back to where he'd been working, he found that there hadn't been an avalanche at all. Instead he saw an 
opening there. "I'm dreaming, aren't I?" he said to it. "You're not real — just like Tam." 

But as he stretched his hand into the opening and spread his raw and dirty fingers, there wasn't 
anything there. And his headset allowed him to see that there was a bigger space on the other side. 

"YES! Result!" he exclaimed, punching the air. 

He crawled through the opening, careful not to disturb the rocks around him, then clambered out onto 
a level passage. It was coated in fungus. As he knelt down to touch it, it took him back to the weeks 
they'd spent with Martha — there was little doubt in his mind it was the same type of fungus that grew on 
her level, but could he be that close to the surface again? 

He took the tracker from his pocket and found that the signal was strong. Very strong. 

He knew he should really go back and tell Elliott what he was intending to do, but he didn't, instead 
following the source of the signal. It wasn't sensible — he didn't have his Sten or Bergen with him — but 
at that moment he was determined to keep going and find out where they were. 

A gust blew, chilling the sweat on his brow. 

Then, before him was a place that he recognized. 

And a tall boulder he knew only too well. He went up to it, locating the face with the three-pronged 
symbol carved into it. 

Moving beyond the boulder, he stepped to the edge of the ledge, where he peered into the gargantuan 
pore he'd named Smoking Jean. Water fell in showers and the wind was strong. 

He was standing on the precise spot from which his father had made his leap. And both Will and 
Elliott had done the same, as they'd followed him. 

"Dad," Will said, remembering. 

Dr. Burrows had been right to jump — as he'd told Will at the time, one had to have faith in one's 
convictions. And as a result, he'd made the discovery to beat all discoveries, another world at the center 
of the Earth. 

But what had been his reward? 


To be murdered in cold blood by a pair of insane girls, who had once masqueraded as his daughter. 

Will's anger boiled up, finding no outlet but tears. 

Blinking them away, he peered upwards toward the top of the pore. 

As he caught a flash of something white moving in the far distance, his anger evaporated and he 
immediately pulled back from the opening. He'd totally forgotten about the Brights. This was their lair. 

"Oh, Jesus!" he said, realizing he didn't have a weapon with him, or any of the cans of the aerosol that 
Drake had provided. 

He began to retrace his footsteps, at first managing to remain calm as he went, then breaking into a 
trot. He didn't want to have come all this way just to be picked off by a Bright. 

As he wormed his way through the opening and re-entered the passage where he'd left Elliott, she was 
still fast asleep, with Bartleby curled up by her feet. 

Will was completely and utterly exhausted. He slumped to the ground beside Elliott and gave her a 
nudge. 

"Wha...?" she said eventually. 

"Found Smoking Jean," he yawned, barely able to string a sentence together. "And the boulder... the 
place we jumped..." 

"What?" she replied groggily, then jerked her head up. 'How?" 

"Tam was here... I... cleared a way through..." Will said. 

"Tam?" Elliott asked, her eyes now wide open. "But if you've got through to Smoking Jean,... then 
you've done it! You bloody hero! You've done it! Let's get moving!" 

"Yes... but... Brights," he mumbled. "Spray... us.. with... the... ca—" 

He never finished as he rested his head on the hard rock, and was instantly asleep. 


x x x x x 


As he waited for Eddie to get ready, Drake happened to glance at the battle scene on the table. He 
walked over to it, trying to work out what was different. "The layout's changed. This must be later on, 
when Napoleon's forces were being routed?" 

"Yes, it's the final day of the engagement," Eddie replied. 

Drake frowned. "But Wellington's skipped off again. Where's he gone?" 

"He's back on my desk. I'm still not satisfied with him," Eddie said, hiking his Bergen onto one 
shoulder. 

"He looked pretty damn good to me," Drake shrugged. "Right, time to hit the road." He went to the 
doorway that led through to the bedrooms and called softly. "Chester, we're off. We'll be back later in 
the morning." He waited for a response, but none came. "Typical teenager — he'll be sleeping the sleep 
of the dead. I won't disturb him," Drake said to Eddie, as he turned away from the doorway, and then 
they made their way out of the flat. 

The last thing they needed was to be flagged down by an over-zealous policeman, so they took the 
journey at a much more sedate pace than the last time. In any case, their heavily laden Bergens didn't 
make riding their motorbikes the easiest of tasks. 

They parked in the same place in St. Anne's Street. "Onwards and downwards," Drake said, as he 
collected a rifle case from the back of his bike. Then they walked the short distance to the alleyway that 
would take them through to Dean's Yard. They were identically dressed in Noddy suits, with thick 
hooded jackets and trousers of a matching color. This, combined with the climbing rope and the other 
equipment they were carrying, gave them more than a passing resemblance to a pair of mountaineers 
setting out on a new challenge. Not exactly what you'd expect to see on the approach to Westminster 
Abbey at any time of day, let alone at that hour of the morning. 

Not surprisingly, the porter burst into action the moment he laid eyes on them. "Stop right there!" he 
ordered, hurrying straight for them with his palms raised. He was just about to grab hold of Eddie when 
the Styx repeated his trick. As he uttered the trigger words, the porter's face went blank, all concern 
erased from it. Then the hefty man simply swung round on his heels and, tucking his hands into his 
pockets, wandered nonchalantly back into the empty square. 


"Good thing old Frankie was on duty again tonight," Drake whispered, putting his pistol away as he 
watched the transformed porter. 

Making their way through to the small trap door, Drake and Eddie readied themselves for the long 
trek down to the forgotten city far below London. As they negotiated the numerous flights of brick steps 
and jogged along kilometer after kilometer of the straight passageways, neither of them spoke, their boots 
drumming a regular tattoo on the damp flagstones. 

When they came to the start of a circular stairway, its treads running with water and treacherously 
slippery, they broke off to carry out the usual routines any soldier would before going into the field. They 
checked each other for ‘flashing’ — anything reflective that might give them away if it caught the light — 
and then they jumped up and down several times on the spot as they did the similar ‘rattle test’, to insure 
their Bergens and belt kits were packed properly. 

Drake extracted the two rifles from the case he'd been carrying, handing one to Eddie. As with their 
pistols, these weapons only fired tranquilizer darts, and Drake had fitted night scopes to both of them. 
Last of all, they donned their gas masks and turned on their throat mikes. 

"Once more into the breach, dear friend, once more," Drake said, speaking in a whisper as he tested 
the radio link. 

Eddie turned to him, his dark pupils barely visible through the eyepieces of his mask. "Yes, receiving 
you loud and clear," he acknowledged. 


x x x xX x 


Contrary to what Drake had said, Chester hadn't slept a wink. And the instant Drake and Eddie left 
the flat, he emerged into the main room and went over to the bank of CCTV monitors. He watched as the 
two of them wheeled their motorbikes out onto the street, then mounted them and took off into the night. 

"Right... things to do," he said to himself, as he sat on the sofa with the mobile phone Drake had given 
him. His hands were shaking with excitement as he called the number in the memory. His father 
answered on the first ring. 

"Chester — thank God!" Mr. Rawls blurted. 

Chester sat bolt upright — it was obvious something was wrong. "Dad, what is it? Drake told you to 
expect my call, didn't—" 

"Yes, yes,” his father babbled. "But your mother — she's gone." 

"What do you mean, gone? Chester said. "Gone from the room?" 

"Worse than that — gone from the hotel." 

"Are you sure?” Chester pressed him. 

"Yes, I've been down to the lobby to check. I know Drake told us not to step outside the room for 
anything, but I had to... I spoke to the concierge, and he said he saw Emily leave the hotel, via the main 
entrance. She just walked straight out." 

"But why would Mum do that?" Chester asked. "She knew how important it was that she stay 
hidden." 

"Yes, of course, we both did. But she was acting strangely yesterday — she wasn't herself at all. 
Then after Drake dropped by in the afternoon, she seemed to accept that he had to speak to me in private... 
and that I couldn't tell her what it was about... it was on a... you know... how does Drake put it?" 

"It was on a need to know basis," Chester helped him. "Don't worry — Drake does the same with me 
—1t's in case the Styx get hold of you and make—" 

"Last night she went very quiet again," Mr. Rawls interrupted. "It was as if something was on her 
mind, something was troubling her. And when I got up an hour ago, I only turned my back on her for a 
second and she'd gone." 

"Oh, no," Chester whispered. 

There was a moment of silence as neither of them spoke. 

"Dad, you can't stay there," Chester said decisively. "You've got the keys for the car Drake gave you 
— go to it right now and meet me where he said. Don't stop for anything." 

"But... I can't leave... not without knowing where Emily is," Mr. Rawls disagreed, his voice trembling. 


"What can we do?" 

"Nothing, Dad. There's nothing we can do. Either she's just miffed about something and she'll come 
back when she feels like it, or..." Chester didn't finish what he'd been about to say, the words dying on his 
tongue. "Just get out of there and do what Drake told you — meet me at the RV." 


x *% x xX x 


Mr. Rawls followed his instructions and, half an hour later, pulled up several blocks away from the 
warehouse in the old estate car Drake had recently bought. Mr. Rawls' face was grim but he still managed 
a weak smile as he spotted his son waiting for him. 

"So what's the plan?" he asked as soon as Chester slid into the passenger seat. 

"Same as it was. It hasn't changed. We have to do exactly what Drake told us," Chester replied. 

Mr. Rawls opened his mouth to object, then closed it, shaking his head as if all this was more than he 
could handle. 

"But, actually, there is one thing,” Chester realized. "You can't go anywhere near the hotel after 
you've dropped me off." 

"No, I... I... what if Emily comes back?" Mrs. Rawls replied. He was really flustered now. 

"Listen, Dad, if everything's fine, then she'll wait for you. But if something's wrong and the Styx have 
got control of her again, that's the last place you want to be." Chester was trying to sound as composed as 
he could, when just below the surface he was in as much turmoil as his father. 

But Chester also knew, when it came down to it, Drake was the only person who could help, and there 
was absolutely no way he was going to fail him now. "We should go. Take a right here so I can show 
you the warehouse. Later on, when we're finished, you have to come back to the flat and stay there, 
where you'll be safe. You'll need these," Chester said, passing the keys to his father. 


xX x x x x 


"We could sell tickets for this one, we could," on of the Scientists commented to the other, as they 
stood either side of the inspection table on which Mrs. Burrows had been laid. Both men wore the 
regulation scarlet lab coats edged with black piping, and on their breast pockets were numbers, the means 
by which they referred to each other. 

One-Six-Four, the Scientist who'd been speaking, was a stooped man with a long, pink face and a 
lugubrious manner. "This Topsoiler's a minor miracle. She was roasted good and proper under a whole 
bank of Dark Lights, and yet here she is, heart still beating... still drawing breath... quite remarkable." 

He adjusted his glasses and regarded his colleague over Mrs. Burrows' body. Two-Three-Eight, his 
junior by some twenty years, was a shorter man with a much livelier disposition. Whenever he spoke, it 
was in rapid bursts, as if he was articulating his thoughts the moment they occurred to him. And he was, 
by all accounts, a rising star in the Laboratories. 

"Surprising," Two-Three-Eight agreed, as he scrutinized Mrs. Burrows with his small eyes, eyes 
which missed little. 

Mrs. Burrows' clothes had been removed and a gray sheer draped over her. Two-Three-Eight leant 
forward to examine her arm, then moved down to her calf, humming frenetically as he poked and kneaded 
her with his stubby fingers, so roughly he left red marks on her skin. 

"For someone who has been cataleptic as long as is claimed, the subject exhibits minimal wasting of 
the muscular tissue. I would have expected a far greater degree of muscular atrophy consistent with her 
current state would you not agree?" Two-Three-Eight burst forth in one, unbroken stream. As he drew 
breath, he glanced up at One-Six-Four, wrinkling his piggy nose distastefully, as if he didn't like what he 
was seeing. "The Colonists who took her in have been subjecting her to any form of manipulation or 
treatment because I would have said that some kind of physiotherapy must have been administered in 
order for her to be in this condition?" 

One-Six-Four took a step back, wondering if the verbal volley from the other man had come to an 
end, or if more was on the way. Two-Three-Eight was now humming to himself again, and the older man 


took that as a sign that he'd said all he had to say, for the time being. "I very much doubt that," One-Six- 
Four responded ponderously. "After all... they're just Colonists... a policeman from the Quarter and his 
family... what would they know of such things?" 

"Too true, too true," Two-Three-Eight conceded so quickly it sounded as if he was sneezing. "The 
explanation could be perhaps that she was on peak physical form when the Styx brought her in and so the 
degradation is less marked than it would be for a normal subject." 

One-Six-Four rubbed his forehead as if her was developing a headache. "Desist! All this conjecture 
is a waste of my time," he rebuffed Two-Three-Eight, growing weary of the other man, who was 
forgetting his position. It wasn't Two-Three-Eight's place to speculate on such matters — he had years 
before his apprenticeship would be served. "As you know we're cutting open her cranium in the 
morning... to undertake a multiple-section investigation of her cerebral tissues. It will be intriguing to see 
which areas of her brain were destroyed or disrupted by that intensity of Dark Light exposure." 

"I'll put my money on the rear lobes being porridge," Two-Three-Eight chirped up. "Once we make 
the first incision there'll be slop dribbling out all over the examination table so some sort of capture tray 
may be necessary as we don’t’ want to be treading the neural matter all over the floor or losing it down the 
drain before it can be fully analyzed." 

That was it. Two-Three-Eight really had overstepped the mark this time — neural physiology and the 
application of interrogation technology was One-Six-Four's specialist area, and he didn't like some fast- 
talking young whippersnapper attempting to usurp his authority. Particularly if he might be right. 

"Enough... prepare her for dissection," One-Six-Four ordered coldly. "Shave her scalp and hook her 
up to a drip. I don’t want her popping her clogs before tomorrow — I like to dissect my subjects while 
they're still fresh and the heart's still pumping." 

Chastened, Two-Three-Eight nodded in a suitably subordinate manner, then beetled over to the 
instrument cabinets that lined the wall. He didn't much care for the way One-Six-Four lorded it over him, 
but he was prepared to bide his time. One day it would be different. He would have his own specialist 
area, his own apprentices and his own bodies to hack up. 


x x xX x x 


Mrs. Burrows was perfectly aware of where she was. She'd emerged just sufficiently from the dark 
refuge inside her brain so she could listen to the exchange between the two Scientists. Although she had 
no way of knowing what they looked like, for some reason she pictured a pair of Dr. Burrowses standing 
there and discussing her, as if she was nothing more than a piece of meat they were about to carve up. 
These academic types were so engrossed in their subject, they reminded her a little too much of her 
husband, with his all-consuming, selfish passion for his blessed archaeology. 

She felt Two-Three-Eight's rough handling of her head as he sliced randomly at her hair with a pair of 
scissors. Then he threw a bowl of water over her scalp, slapped on some soap, and began to scrape a cut- 
throat razor across it. Another ignominy — losing all her hair — but she wasn't going to do anything yet. 
Not quite yet. 


Drake tore down the spiral steps on Eddie's heels. He was sweating so heavily beneath the thick 
Noddy suit that his eyepieces kept fogging up. And the fact that his breathing was restricted by the gas 
mask didn't help matters much, either. So when the Styx stopped without any warning, Drake nearly 
collided with him. 

"What is it?" he asked over the radio link, straining to see what lay ahead. 

"Have a look for yourself," Eddie replied, parting some dark skeins of vegetation. It could have been 
ivy, except for the fact that the numerous lobate leaves on each stem were glowing with an eerie 
greenness. "I give you the former kingdom of the Bruteans," the Styx announced. "The most feared race 
in the whole of Eurasia in the twelfth century BC." 

Drake came alongside him, pushing more of the vegetation aside as he regulated his breathing, so his 


eyepieces would clear. 

"Holy God!" he exclaimed, as he appreciated just where he and Eddie were poised. 

They were peering out of an opening in a sheer-sided cavern wall, around a hundred meters above 
ground level. At first glance, it was difficult to come to terms with the immense scale of the cavern. For 
Drake, it was similar to looking across London from one of its tallest buildings at dusk or down on a hazy 
summer's day. As he leant out a little more, he could see the unimaginably large and twisted buttresses of 
rock that speared up from the ground and extended to the canopy above, like drunken pillars. 

The vegetation, which he had to keep pushing aside as it settled back and blocked his view, was 
everywhere. Not only did it cover the cavern walls, but it was also encroaching on the mud flats 
surrounding the city. Everywhere too it was emitting its soft luminous glow, the overall intensity such 
that he realized he'd have no real need for the torches he'd brought with him. 

And in the middle of the colossal halo of light, the dark mass of the Eternal City itself rose up. Drake 
used other routes to get in and out of the Colony, and had never needed to investigate any new ones that 
would have taken him through this deserted city. So, until this moment, he'd never seen it for himself. 
And although Will had told him about it in great detail, from what he was glimpsing even at this distance, 
it almost defied description. 

Eager to see more, he took up his rifle and used the scope to pan around the city, spotting fantastically 
imposing buildings wherever he looked. "Mind-blowing," he whispered. Everywhere he turned he saw 
gargantuan temples with colonnades, and buildings with towers like something out of a fairy tale — but 
one that would scare the living daylights out of any child. He saw ranks of statues, and also rivers that 
wound their way through the city like lazy black serpents. And between the buildings were broad 
avenues, which was precisely where Eddie was focusing his attention as he too used his rifle. 

"I can't see any Division foot patrols, but it doesn't mean they aren't there," he said. "They're mostly 
routine, to check for breaches in the border, but every so often they—" 

"They escort parties of Scientists on their specimen-gathering outings," Drake finished for him, 
recalling what Eddie had said before. "There was a rumor flying round the Colony that your lot were 
planning to relocate everybody here," he added. "It seemed to have some credence, but was there any 
truth to it?" 

"The Panoply has never completely dismissed the idea — it's one option if the Discovery were to 
happen." 

"You mean the fateful day when the Colony gets rumbled by Topsoilers?" Drake asked. 

Eddie nodded. ‘It's bound to happen sooner or later. But the reality is that the Colony doesn't have the 
manpower to make this cavern habitable," He lowered his rifle and peered at the roof, several thousand 
meters above them. "The canopy up there is formed from a plug of exceptionally dense granite, which is 
why your Topsoil geologists have never detected this cavity. It also means that a major seismic 
movement might one day cause the plug to fracture and collapse, which would be disastrous for both the 
Eternal City... and for Topsoil London above." 

"Doesn't bear thinking about," Drake agreed, as he glanced down and noticed a thick hoop of rust- 
scarred metal set into the stone by his foot. Although it was almost completely covering in the glowing 
foliage, he could see that there was a heavy chain attached to the hoop, which extended over the lip of the 
opening and down the cavern wall below them. He knelt to tug on the chain, but wasn't able to move it 
the slightest degree, his gloved hand slipping from the substantial links. 

"The chain isn't serviceable, which is why we brought this," Eddie said. He took the coiled rope from 
his shoulder and then tied one end to the iron hoop. He threw the rest out of the opening. "I'll go first," 
he said, as he prepared to abseil down. 

Drake waited until he couldn't feel any tension on the rope and then followed after Eddie. As soon as 
he touched the bottom, Drake became aware of the drizzle falling from above. It was by no means 
constant, occasional gusts of wind sweeping the light showers this way and that. As he took a moment to 
get his bearings, he made out rectangular structures on the ground all around him, swathed in the glowing 
vegetation and another darker, non-luminous weed. He went over to one of the structures that wasn't 
completely engulfed by the foliage. It was raised from the ground by four stone legs, and the object itself 
was approximately the size of a phone box, but one that had been tipped over. As he ran a hand over the 


matte surface of its longest side, he thought he could make out a dim light coming from or through it. 

Eddie's voice crackled in his earpiece. "Mica panel," it said. 

Drake heard a squelch beside him, and Eddie appeared from nowhere as he stepped into his field of 
view. Drake was so startled that he instinctively whipped his rifle up. 

"Easy," Eddie said. 

"Sorry," Drake replied. "But if you will sneak up on me..." 

"T didn't," Eddie countered. 

Drake realized then that Eddie probably hadn't meant to take him unawares; the Styx was in his 
element here — he'd been trained to operate in environments such as this, and stealth was second nature 
to him. "You said something about mica," Drake asked him. 

"Yes, it's a translucent mineral," Eddie answered. "These are graves — the Bruteans laid their dead 
watriors to rest behind the closest thing they had to glass, possibly so their grieving relatives could come 
and watch the bodies decay." 

"Novel idea... like Death TV," Drake said, looking around at the graves which, as he thought about 
them, resembled a bunch of widescreen televisions all facing in different directions. He chuckled. 
"Certainly is a welcome departure from Big Brother, but I can't see it catching on. Unless there's more 
audience participation." He glanced over at the city. "More to the point — any sign of Division 
activity?" 

"Nothing — seems clear," Eddie replied, as he stooped to grab a handful of the dark weed from a 
sludge-filled depression in the ground. "Rub some of this over yourself to cloak your scent. It'll help 
keep the stalkers off our trails." 

"Okay," Drake replied, following his example. When he was finished, he took a pair of what 
appeared to be wristwatches from his pocket. "Here are the locators so we can find each other," Drake 
said, activating the devices before handing one to Eddie, who buckled it on. 

Drake examined the small screen on his. Tve got your marker." 

"Check — I've got yours too," Eddie confirmed. 

"Fine... so we'll use these to make sure we RV on the other side of the city," Drake said. "As we 
discussed, just do your best to plant the canisters at regular intervals as you go — although it won't matter 
too much if we get the intervals wrong and clump them." Wiping his eyepieces, he peered up at the 
swirling showers above them. "The air currents in here are stronger than I thought they'd be — they'll do 
an excellent job of dispersing the pesticide." He looked at Eddie, standing there in his Noddy suit. "And 
if it doesn't work and some lucky Plague Snails make it through, we can always try something else." 

"It'll work," Eddie said confidently. "Good luck, Drake, and I'll see you on the other side." 

"Yep, barring any of your mates gatecrashing our party," Drake laughed. 

Then, with a final wave, they set off around the margins of the city, heading in opposite directions. 


28 


Chester and his father were carrying a trunk between them as they entered the alleyway leading into 
Dean's Yard. 

"Morning," the porter announced as he stepped straight into their path. 

"And good morning to you,” Mr. Rawls replied with forced cheerfulness. "I'm just delivering my son 
to the school. I'm afraid our charter flight from Switzerland was plagued by engine problems, so we had 
to make a detour to Paris-Orly for emergency repairs. As a result we didn't touch down until an hour ago, 
and my son's awfully late for school. Aren't you, Rupert?" 

"Yes, father," Chester responded, trying to sound as if his mouth was crammed full of marbles. 

"Awfully late," the porter repeated. He slid his eyes over Mr. Rawls, then Chester, taking in the 
striped rugby shirt and jeans the boy was wearing. He didn't appear to be convinced. 

Mr. Rawls coughed, raising his head toward the square in a gesture of impatience. 

"Can I ask your surname, sir?" the porter said. 

"Prentiss," Mr. Rawls answered. 

Having noticed the initials RP painted on the trunk, this piece of information was enough to settle the 
porter's suspicions. "Of course, gentlemen, you must be worn out. Please come through," he said. "Can I 
give you a hand with that, sir? Looks heavy." 

"No," Mr. Rawls answered a little too quickly, then slowed down. "Thank you... jolly kind of you... 
but we can manage." 

"Very good, sir," the porter said, stepping to the side and allowing them to pass. As Chester and his 
father went into the square and out of earshot, the porter muttered ‘private jets... Paris Oily... how very la- 
di-da,’ under his breath. "Bloody toffs. It's all right for some, while I'm stuck here all night freezing my 
brass monkeys off." 

As he carried the front of the trunk, Chester glanced over his shoulder at his father. "Nicely handled, 
Dad, but Rupert? Rupert? What made you pick that name?" he whispered. 

"It had to begin with an R and, anyway, that's what I wanted to call you when you were born. Always 
thought Rupert Rawls sounded rather good," Mr. Rawls replied, then shook his head. "But your mother 
wouldn't hear of it." 

"I'm bloody glad she stopped you. Good old Mum," Chester said, filled with concern as he thought 
about her. "I just hope she's okay." 

Chester had no problem in recognizing the doorway Drake had described to him, and they carried the 
trunk inside. They made their way directly to the second door, which led down to the cellar. 

"Don't we need a key for this?" Mr. Rawls asked as he saw the lock. 

"No. Drake said he'd take care of it," Chester replied, placing a hand on the old wooden door and 
pushing. As it swung inwards, he glanced at where the bolt from the mortise lock should have engaged in 
the door frame. "Sometimes the simplest solutions are the best ones," Chester whispered, recalling 
Drake's words as he'd taken him through the plan. Chester prised out the small metal wedge Drake had 
inserted in the gap in the faceplate, and pocketed it. 

Mr. Rawls nodded. "He must have been here earlier and jammed it open?" 

Chester winked at his father. "Just make sure it doesn't shut behind us, or you'll never get out of this 
place," he warned him. 

They took the trunk down the steps and to the end of the cellar, where they placed it out of sight 
behind the packing crates. Chester turned to his father. "That's it, Dad. Drake doesn't want you to see 
any more, just in case..." 

"Yes, I know, I know — in case I'm abducted again," Mr. Rawls guessed. He gave his son a desolate 
look. "Chester, I'm not cut out for this. Most of my life has been spent behind a desk, working on 
actuarial reports. And I'm so worried about your mother, I can hardly think about anything else." He 
sighed forlornly. "I know I'll never be any good at this cloak and dagger stuff. And I don't know how you 
can do it." 

"Okay, Dad, can we talk about this later?" Chester said, feeling terrible that he was cutting his father 


short. "I've got a schedule to keep." 

"Yes, of course," Mr. Rawls replied resignedly. "And are you absolutely sure I can't do anything 
more for you? I feel like a fifth wheel." 

"You've done more than enough already, Dad. You'll help me if you just go back to the warehouse 
and wait for us there," Chester said. "Soon as I see Drake I'll tell him about Mum." 

"All right, son," Mr. Rawls mumbled. 

Chester watched as his father turned to go out of the cellar, ambling between the crates with his head 
hung miserably. He looked so fragile and vulnerable, and Chester realized how protective he felt toward 
him. It was as if the parent-child relationship had been completely reversed, and now Chester was the one 
who had to look after him, and tell him what to do. 

And much as Chester wished there was something he could do to take the sadness away from his 
father, there wasn't, and he couldn't let what had happened with his mother make him lose focus. Not 
now. 

Opening the trunk, he took the rifle and belt kit from the top. Next he lifted out two heavy Bergens by 
the shoulder straps, and put them to one side. "They weigh a ton — wonder what Drake's got in them?" 
he asked himself, the shook his head, grumbling, "Need to know basis," several times. "I never really 
liked Noddy," he announced to the empty cellar, as he reached in to get the NBC suit that lay in the very 
bottom of the trunk. 


It took Drake and Eddie a good two hours to make their way around the weed-covered margins. They 
both planted the last of their canisters and then rendezvoused as they'd arranged. 

"That's our way in," Eddie said over the radio, as he and Drake approached the thick wall that 
encircled the city. Drake saw where he meant; massive blocks of masonry had collapsed, leaving an 
opening through which a large windowless building the size of an aircraft hangar was visible. Drake 
would have had reservations about cutting straight through the city without Eddie to guide him, but the 
Styx knew its layout, and it was the most direct route back to where they'd entered the cavern. 

Once through the opening, they dropped into a water-filled culvert. As they began to move along it, 
Drake glanced at the wall of the building beside them. A good three stories high, its entire surface had 
been carved with a huge relief of a procession of fierce-looking bearded men. Their long hair flowing out 
behind them like unruly snakes, they were dressed in loincloths and carrying spears. "Glad we don't have 
to tangle with that mob," Drake commented to Eddie, as they emerged from the last of the dark water. 
Drake held back while Eddie crept to the corner of the building, where he crouched down to survey the 
way ahead with his rifle. 

"Clear," Eddie said, and they walked out into one of the wide avenues Drake had only glimpsed from 
a distance. But now he was actually inside the city, he caught his breath as he took in what lay around 
them. 

"Jesus Christ! It's Land of the Giants!" he exclaimed. He couldn't believe the incredible scale of the 
place. The doorways of the buildings were several times the height of any normal man. All the temples 
and palaces appeared to have been constructed by a race of phenomenally tall beings. And in sheltered 
areas along the edges of the avenue where the wind didn't penetrate, patches of shifting mist trailed over 
the ground, moving like the long lost ghosts of the former inhabitants of the city. 

Drake and Eddie traveled down several avenues, keeping to the sides where they were forced to climb 
over chunks of fallen masonry from the buildings. Every so often, Eddie called a halt as he checked 
ahead. On one of these occasions, Drake spied something in a clearing several hundred meters away. 

"Is that the Prisoners’ Platform Will told me about?" he asked, indicating a structure raised high in the 
air on multiple stone piles. On top of it were vague human forms, all in various contorted attitudes as if 
they had been fashioned from a light-colored rock. "He said those are real people, who've become 
somehow fossilized," Drake added, as he used his telescopic sight to examine the petrified bodies, and the 
remains of manacles and lengths of rusted chain still attached to them. 

Eddie didn't answer as he waved Drake on. They entered an echoing building with a marble floor, 


climbing flight after flight of stairs until they could go no further because the way was blocked. Instead 
Eddie took them down a corridor and out onto a balcony. "This is a favorite observation post for the 
Division. They often station a couple of men up here. Take a look," he offered. 

"I can see why," Drake said. From this vantage point he was able to look down on the layout of the 
city, and was struck again by just how extensive it was. He gazed across at the large domed building, 
which Will had also mentioned to him — it really did resemble a second St. Paul's, although this one had 
been built many centuries before the Topsoil version Drake knew. 

"May I?" Eddie asked, and Drake drew back to let the Styx scrutinize the avenues below. When he 
was Satisfied he couldn't see anyone, they retraced their steps down the stairs and into the open again, 
where Eddie led Drake into some sort of flooded underpass. "Watch it in here," he warned, taking out his 
Styx lantern. 

Drake didn't ask why, but turned his torch on and held it beside his rifle. He wished he could have 
worn one of his light-gathering lenses, but it would have been impractical under his gas mask. They'd 
gone several hundred meters when something rolled at them through the water, throwing up spray behind 
it. Eddie reacted with lightning speed, and leapt back. As it kept coming for them, he trod straight on top 
of it. 

It ruptured into a pulpy mass of flesh, as if a slug the size of a pumpkin had been squashed. Through 
a rend in its thick black skin, its exposed body organs were visible — they were leaking a dark purple 
liquid, which mingled with the stagnant water. 

"Whoa! What the hell is that?" Drake exclaimed. 

Eddie rolled it over with his boot, so they could see its ferocious teeth. "The Scientists believe it's 
some sort of unique fungus which has evolved in this city. It's carnivorous, and it's capable of 
locomotion." 

"You don't say," Drake gasped. "Anything else I should know about? Flying mushrooms, for 
example?" 

"No, they can't fly," Eddie replied in a flat voice, as if he thought Drake was being serious. 

They resumed their journey, eventually coming to the city wall where Drake called a halt. "I reckon 
this is as good a spot as any. Time to see if my wireless detonator does what it's supposed to." 
Unbuckling a pouch on his belt, he slid out a small box, then extended the aerial from it. He lifted up a 
cover on the front of the box to reveal its fascia, and pressed one of the buttons. A green LED came on. 
"Armed. Why don't you do the honors?" he said, handing it to Eddie. "Predictably, it's the big red 
button." 

Eddie held it before him, then hit the button. 

With muffled explosions there were bursts of light all around the perimeter of the cavern. Plumes of 
vapor rose from each of the thirty ruptured canisters, lit momentarily by the fiery glow of the charges, and 
then just as quickly fading away again. 

Drake shrugged as he turned to Eddie. "That wasn't very impressive — don't get much bang for your 
buck, do you?" 

"As long as it does the trick," Eddie remarked. "Now we need to evac. If there's anyone here from 
the Division, they'll want to know who was responsible for that." 

"You bet they will," Drake replied, and they began to move quickly through an archway in the city 
wall and out into the flats, on a course that would take them to where the rope hung. 

As they came to the graveyard of boxlike tombs, a shot rang out. 

"Contact!" Drake yelled. 

Passing straight between them, the bullet slammed into the side of one of the tombs, the mica side 
panel crazing with fissures. Almost instantly, it shattered into a thousand tiny pieces, revealing something 
dark and rotted inside. 

Drake and Eddie threw themselves in opposite directions, rolling behind the tombs for cover. "Where 
was it from?" Drake asked urgently over the radio. He heard Eddie's voice — it was completely 
emotionless. 

"As you face the city, a four-man patrol at two o'clock. I—" 

Eddie's voice suddenly cut out, and Drake couldn't see him anywhere as he used the light-gathering 


sight on his rifle. He took a moment to wipe the eyepiece of his mask. He wasn't up against amateurs 
here, and he needed to draw on all his senses. The trouble was that the hood of his Noddy suit was 
restricting his hearing — he took the risk of yanking it down. The gas mask would still be protecting him 
from any airborne pathogens. 

He listened and watched. Seconds turned to hours as he strained to make out the tiniest thing, but 
there was only the wind and the steady dripping of water around him. 

Then he caught a noise. 

It was barely audible, the sound of a breath being taken. Drake spun around just in time to see a huge 
stalker bearing down on him, its slitted eyes reflecting the eerie green light. 

Almost losing his footing on the slimy weed as he stepped back, Drake fired from the hip. The 
tranquilizer dart caught the dog in the flanks, where it lodged. The massive animal came to a sliding 
sideways halt as its paws ploughed through the weed. But it didn't seem to be the tranquilizer that had 
stopped it, but more the surprise at being tagged by the dart. Drake realized he wasn't out of trouble as he 
watched the stalker snort and shake its huge head like a bull in a ring. Twisting its heavy body around, it 
pounded toward him again as it resumed the attack. 

Then, with a growl, the several hundred pounds of hell-hound were airborne as it sprang at Drake. 
But he was ready — he fired, catching it in the eye. The tranquilizer seemed to have more effect this 
time, the stalker's body instantly going limp. But the dog's momentum was such that it slammed against 
Drake. Like a bowled tenpin, he whacked hard against the waterlogged ground, the air knocked from his 
lungs. 

Although he wasn't hurt, he stayed on the ground, seeking refuge under the nearest weed-covered 
tomb. "One stalker down," he puffed into the radio once he'd got his breath back. 

Despite the suppressor fitted to its muzzle, the rifle still made a sound similar to a punctured football 
when it was discharged, and Drake was concerned that it might have been enough for the Styx soldiers to 
get a fix on him. He needed to move to a new position, and fast. He peered out from the other side of the 
tomb. As the coast seemed clear, he crept into the open. He realized how lucky he and Eddie had been 
— at least the Division patrol hadn't had time to mount a full ambush — at least the situation was still 
fluid. 

As Drake scanned the immediate area through his night sight, he caught a fleeting movement no more 
than fifteen meters away — as if a shadow had flitted past. He gave the locator on his wrist a quick 
check. He didn't want to nail Eddie by accident. Seeing that he wasn't anywhere close, Drake whispered 
into his throat mike. 

"Think I've got a target — seven o'clock to the city," he said. "He's behind our position —they're 
trying to cut us off from the exit." 

Drake watched where he'd seen the movement. 

Seconds ticked by. 

The Styx soldier broke cover from behind a tomb and Drake reacted instantly. The dart clipped the 
man on the upper arm. Yanking it out, the soldier staggered a few paces, then collapsed. As Drake 
reached the soldier, he kicked the man's rifle out of his reach. 

The soldier was wearing a long coat, and Drake immediately recognized the characteristic gray-green 
camouflage of the Division. He had large circular goggles over his eyes, and a Styx breathing mask 
covered the lower half of his face. 

"You're going sleepy-byes for a good long while," Drake whispered, and fired another dart into the 
man's leg at point-blank range. He didn't want to run the risk that the soldier hadn't received a full dose of 
tranquilizer. "One Division soldier down," Drake reported to Eddie over the throat mike, wondering why 
he hadn't heard back from him yet. 

Drake moved again, in a crouched run toward the wall where he and Eddie had entered the cavern, 
and where he hoped the rope would still be hanging. The plan depended on it being there. "Checking 
area between six and nine o'clock," he informed Eddie over the radio link. As he glanced at the locator, 
he was surprised to find that Eddie's marker was almost on top of his. 

"I've dealt with the others," Eddie said, as he appeared beside Drake, depositing three of the long Styx 
rifles on the ground at his feet. "But th—" 


A shot rang out, and they both ducked down. 

"That came from above," Eddie said, scanning the upper reaches of the cavern wall. 

But Eddie didn't spend any time on this as they both spied a figure no more than twenty meters away. 
He'd been lying in wait for them, close to where the rope was suspended. Clutching his shoulder, he went 
down on his knees, then fell face first. 

"He's a Limiter. Watch my back," Eddie said, as they both stole toward the prone body. 

Drake saw that Eddie had been right as he flipped the man over. His coat was quite unlike those worn 
by the Division — this one had a camouflage pattern which consisted of blocks of different browns. 
There was blood over his chest from a wound to his shoulder. "He's been shot with a live round — a 
tranquilizer dart hasn't done this. And I know this man — he's a Limiter officer." Eddie threw a glance at 
Drake. "They don't usually accompany the Division patrols in here." 

"You did," Drake replied. 

But Eddie wasn't listening as he felt the man's neck to take his pulse. "He's still alive," he said, and 
immediately pointed his rifle at the opening where the rope was tethered. "But who's up there?" 

Before Eddie knew it, Drake was behind him with an arm around his neck. 

Eddie struggled, trying to swing an elbow into Drake's face. 

"No you don't!" Drake growled, applying more pressure to Eddie's windpipe so he could barely 
breathe and, at the same time, twisting his neck almost to the breaking point. 

"You can't get out of this. Drop your rifle or I'll kill you," Drake told him in no uncertain terms. 
"Then hold your hands up, where I can see them." 

Eddie knew he had no option, and complied. 

"Why? What is it?" he gasped. 

Drake whispered in his ear. "You slipped up twice. Your first mistake was that no one — and I mean 
no one — knew Fiona was pregnant. It was too early for her to tell anyone. So how come you knew all 
about it? I might have given you the benefit of the doubt and assumed you'd picked up on that from your 
Topsoil surveillance, but then you let something else slip. You referred to my friend at the university as 
‘Lukey’." 

Drake tightened his grip as Eddie tried to speak. 

"No, shut up and listen!" Drake fumed. "Only Fiona called him Lukey — it was her pet name for 
him. And I was only aware of it because I happened to overhear them a couple of times in their room." 
Suffused with anger, Drake's voice was low and cold. "But you knew because she said it when she was 
under duress, didn't she? It was when she was being interrogated. That places you right there when she 
was being Darklit — when she died from internal bleeding. And that nickname is the sort of tiny, trivial 
thing that I doubt even you Styx would bother to share with each other." 

Drake let out a breath and fell silent for a moment, as if he was trying to regain control of himself. 

"Funny, really — although you were once my enemy, I thought I'd found someone I could trust." 

Eddie groaned as Drake increased the pressure on his windpipe. 

"I thought I'd found someone I could work with. A friend." 

As Eddie slipped into unconsciousness, Drake laid him on the ground. 

Straightening up, Drake reached for the radio unit on his belt and switched the frequency over. 
"Chester, can you hear me?" 

"Yes," Chester confirmed from the opening in the cavern wall above, where he'd been watching Drake 
through his rifle scope. The boy was obviously shaken after firing on the Limiter, and spoke so quickly 
Drake could hardly understand him. "Was that okay? That Limiter was about to take a shot at you — I 
couldn't just let that happen. And what was that with Eddie? I saw what you did to him." 

"Just cool it — you did well — everything's under control." Drake checked the time. "We need to get 
through the Labyrinth and into the South Cavern before daybreak. I want to catch the Colony asleep." He 
used his rifle scope to locate where Chester's head was peeping out from the vegetation over the opening. 
"Send me down the weapons first," he said. "Then lower the Bergens. And, whatever you do, be gentle 
with them.” 

"Yup... okay," Chester acknowledged, then glanced at the pair of loaded Bergens on the ground beside 
him. He'd been forced to make two trips all the way down from the Topsoil cellar, because there was no 


way he could have carried both of the rucksacks at once. They were too heavy for that. 

Drake regarded Eddie, sprawled at his feet. "I must be going soft... letting you live," he muttered as 
he aimed his rifle and shot a dart into the Styx's arm. "but, in any case, there's no way you'd let me do 
what I intend to do next," he told the unconscious man. 


x x x x xX 


As they quickly made there way around the Eternal City, Chester told Drake how his mother had 
walked out of the hotel. Drake assured him that he'd been right to tell his father to wait at the warehouse. 
But he could offer little in the way of comfort about Mrs. Rawls' plight, except that he would look into it 
the moment they were Topsoil again. And Drake was reluctant to talk about what had happened with 
Eddie, except that he stood in the way of the second phase of the operation, and had to be ‘removed from 
the equation,’ as Drake put it. 

Now, as they lingered on a muddy bank in the far reaches of the cavern, Chester shivered. "I'm so 
glad we didn't have to go through there. Spooky-looking place," he said. They were in a slightly elevated 
position and Chester could see over the city wall and into the Eternal City itself. He shivered again and 
made a ghostly Whoooo noise as he gazed at it. Even though he knew the inhabitants were long gone, the 
buildings had such a strong aura of power and menace that they made him feel distinctly uneasy. It 
suddenly dawned on Chester that he'd been so preoccupied with his mother's disappearance, he hadn't 
given his own situation much thought. Drake refused to tell him what he was planning to do in the 
Colony, but it was bound to be dangerous. Chester didn't even know if he himself was going to make it 
through the day and see his father again. 

"Come on, kid! Snap out of it! What are you daydreaming about?" Drake's voice crackled in his ear. 
"I was speaking to you." 

"Sorry," Chester said, as he turned to see Drake waiting for him at the mouth of a cave. 

Drake swept his hand into the opening as if he was a showman. "Step this way, sir. You're about to 
experience one of the most complex mazes in the unknown world." 

"IT am?" Chester swallowed, hurrying over to join him. "But how do you know the way through?" 

"Your mate, Will — he gave me the schematic his Uncle Tam drew for him. That, combined with 
several extremely helpful Limiter maps in Eddie's basement, has all gone onto this piece of..." Drake 
whisked something dramatically into Chester's limited field of vision, "bang-up-to-date technology." 
Chester caught the dim light coming from the iPod screen. 

"What? We're going to watch some music videos now?" he chuckled, his mood lifting. 

"No, not until this is all done and dusted. You see, a compass is useless in the Labyrinth due to the 
iron deposits and, of course, GPS is out of the question, so I had to get creative. I put all the maps 
together on this, then linked it to a pedometer. I even get spoken directions over my earpiece. So it 
should be a cinch to get to the other side, but we're going to have to move like greased lightning. I hope 
you've got your running shoes on." 

"Oh, great," Chester groaned comically, adjusting the heavy Bergen on his back. "Somehow I just 
knew this wasn't going to be easy." 


And run they did, flying through the passages of cherry-red stone, turning through so many lefts and 
rights it wasn't only the exertion that was making Chester feel light-headed. And it didn't help matters 
that they were constantly moving up a slight incline, their feet crunching in the fine sand for hour after 
hour. 

Drake noticed the boy was beginning to flag. "Hold up!" he ordered over the radio. "Right, you can 
take that respirator off — we should be far enough now for it to be safe." 

Remembering how ill Will had become, Chester wasn't so sure about this, but Drake didn't show any 
hesitation as he wrenched the gas mask from his head. Then Chester followed suit, realizing his hair was 
soaked through with sweat. 


"Drink something or you'll start getting cramps," Drake advised him. 
Chester took the canteen from his belt and gulped down several mouthfuls, then sighed. "Talk about 
rugby training,” he said. 


After another hour of running, made easier because they could breathe more easily, Drake stopped 
again. 

"Is that a door? Are we there?" Chester managed to get out as he slumped onto the ground, puffing 
hard and absolutely exhausted. 

Drake, on the other hand, was hardly out of breath. "Nearly, but this door is welded solid,” he said, 
then shrugged off his Bergen. From one of his side pockets he extracted what appeared to be a string of 
sausages, certainly to Chester's rather bleary vision. 

"What's that? Food?" Chester asked. 

"Not quite." Drake held it across his chest. "Necklace explosive. It's directional, so the force is 
maximized, while the sound of the blast should be kept to a minimum." He proceeded to stick it around 
the bottom of the door in a rough square, then stood up. "Time to get back," he warned Chester. "I'm 
going to detonate the sausages." 

"I can see where Elliott gets her habit of blowing things up," Chester commented drily. 

They took cover behind a bend in the passage, where Drake used a wireless detonator. There was 
more of a whomf than a full-blown explosion, followed by the clang of iron on stone. 

"We're in," Drake said. "Weapons at the ready in case someone heard that." 

They ducked through the still-smoking opening in the door and came out in a passage, which led 
through to a small circular grotto. 

"Y euch — what's that smell?" Chester said, pulling a face as he trod across the ground, which was 
covered in a layer of straw-like material. 

Drake pointed at some low sheds. "Colony pigsty." 

Chester could hear the grunting coming from the iron sheds as they walked through the area. They 
were halfway across it when a scrawny little piglet poked its nose out of a clump of straw and spotted 
Chester. It must have got the fright of its life as it squealed plaintively, and bolted into one of the sheds. 

Chester had been equally frightened by the piglet's squeal, and jumped into the air with the shock. 
"Shuddup!" he snapped angrily at it, then proceeded to step straight into a large heap of pig manure, 
which squelched unpleasantly under his boot. "Rank," he muttered, as Drake straddled a fence. Chester 
followed him over, then they passed along a short passage, which opened into a much wider one. 

"This is the main haul — you must have come this way when they brought you down from the 
Quarter. See the ruts in the rock over there," Drake said. "It's from all the centuries of carriages that have 
shuttled back and forth along this route. Strange thought, isn't it?" 

Chester stared at the twin grooves worn deep into the bedrock. "I'm actually in the Colony again," he 
realized, inhaling the air. 

"Yes, the Skull Gate is up that way," Drake informed him, pointing to the right. 

Chester wasn't listening. All of a sudden, the reek of the over-recycled air hit him. It was the essence 
of all the thousands of people who lived here in the Colony. 

"I never thought I'd smell that smell again. I prefer the pig pooh, any day," he mumbled. An 
uncontrollable shudder ran through his body. He was only too familiar with this smell from the Quarter, 
where he'd spent months locked up in the Hold. It evoked vivid recollections of one of the bleakest and 
most desolate periods of his life. Things had looked so bad he'd begun to prepare himself for the very real 
possibility that he might die. 

But he'd never given up on Will. He'd prayed and prayed for rescue, and when by some miracle his 
friend had shown up, springing him from the prison, fate had been cruel to him. His bid for freedom had 
been thwarted and he was recaptured by the Styx, only to be frogmarched straight back to the Hold again. 
All his hopes had been raised and then dashed — it was almost worse than if he hadn't been presented 
with the opportunity to escape in the first place. Although this hadn't taken place very long ago, he'd 


somehow managed to put it out of his mind, until now. 
"Are you all right?" Drake asked, noticing how quiet the boy had become. 
"S'pose so," Chester answered. "Can we just get this over with and go home as quickly as possible?" 
"That's the plan," Drake said. "Next stop, the Fan Stations." 


29 


With Mrs. Burrows out of the house, Eliza and her mother were moving the furniture and putting the 
sitting room back to how it had been before their unwelcome guest had arrived. With much heaving, 
struggling and grunting, Eliza had managed to drag the bed up the first of the stairs to the next floor, but 
there she'd given up, defeated by its weight. She just wasn't strong enough. And her mother couldn't be 
expected to help, especially not with her “dodgy ticker’ as she kept reminding Eliza. Eliza was becoming 
more and more incensed that her brother wasn't there to give her a hand. 

"You know where he's gone, don't you?" she growled as she squeezed past the bed, now stuck at the 
bottom of the stairs. 

Her mother frowned at her. "‘e said ‘e was poppin’ out for a swift ‘alf at the tavern." 

"Hah! That's hardly likely — he never takes Colly with him when he goes to Tabards," Eliza said. 

The old lady trailed after her into the sitting room. "Tell me then — where ‘as ‘e gone?" she 
demanded. 

"Bit obvious, isn't it? He's gone to say a fond farewell to his basket case. Didn't you notice he was 
still in uniform when he rushed out? When does he ever go to the tavern in uniform?" 

"Well, I'll be...!" the old lady said, as she considered it. "It's never-endin’, this follies of ‘is." 

"It's going to end soon enough,” Eliza chortled unpleasantly, as she carried an occasional table to the 
corner of the room. Then, wiping the sweat from her forehead, she contemplated the sideboard. "I reckon 
we can manage that together, can't we? We only have to shift it a few feet along the wall, then I can put 
the rug back where it used to be." 

They took up position at either end of the sideboard. "Move it out from the wall first — we don't 
want to scrape the wallpaper," Eliza said. "One, two, three..." 

The legs grated on the bare floorboards as they slid the sideboard out. 

There was a loud crash. Eliza assumed that one of the legs had broken off the rickety sideboard, as 
the old lady let out a piercing shriek. "Jesus, me foot! Somethin’ fell on me foot!" 

Eliza rushed over to where her mother was hopping around. There was absolutely no damage to the 
sideboard, but then she spotted Will's gleaming spade where it lay on the floor. She stooped to pick it up, 
glancing at the maker's label on the shaft. "Looks Topsoil to me." She shook her head, her expression 
one of bafflement. "What the blazes was it doing there? Must have been wedged between the wall and 
the sideboard.” 

"Ow! Me foot! Me foot!" the old lady continued to yelp, still hopping around with the pain. 

Eliza was more intent on the spade. "But how did it get there? Unless my halfwit brother wanted to 
hide it from us for some reason?" 

"I don't care ‘ow it got there! Don't bother about that bloody shovel, what about my bleedin’ foot!" 
the old lady shouted indignantly. 

"There's no need for that profanity," Eliza reprimanded her. "Anyway, it's not a shovel. It has a 
pointed end... see," she said, holding the blade up to show her mother. "This has a pointed end. It's a 
spade, for digging." 

"I don't bleedin’ care what it's bleedin’ well called, you silly cow," her mother grumbled, heading to 
the kitchen with a combination of hops and hobbles, swearing blindly as she went. 


x x x xX x 


"That's where we're going. Up there," Drake whispered, as he and Chester tucked themselves into the 
side of the passage. "Main control room for the Fan Stations." 

Chester craned his neck, locating the zigzag flights of castiron steps bolted to the wall that resembled 
an old fire escape. Then he peered some fifty meters further up, to the very top of the cavern, which was 
filled with dense clouds. As he saw the constantly-moving waves of dusky gray smoke, it gave him the 
impression he was looking at some sort of inverted sea. He also noticed where the waves were lapping 
over into funnel-type structures set into the roof of the cavern. Inside each of these something was 


spinning around. "So those are the fans?" he guessed. 

Drake nodded. "You hear that low humming? Those things up there are like giant extractor fans. 
This is one of several locations where the stale air is drawn out of the South Cavern and vented to the 
surface via disguised flues." 

"So we get all this smoke Topsoil, instead?" That's not right," Chester decided, frowning. "I thought 
Eddie was dead against pollution? Remember all that stuff he said to me?" 

"Forget it — he was playing mind games with you. Never trust anything a White Neck tells you," 
Drake replied. With a "shh," he held his hand up. "Like clockwork — the changeover is precisely on the 
hour," he whispered. "Stay down. Make sure he doesn't eyeball you." 

As Chester remained pressed against the wall behind Drake, he caught a glimpse of a squat man 
trundling up the track. The man couldn't see them where they were hiding as he made for the flight of 
steps, then began to ascend to the control room. 

"Do we go now?" Chester asked. 

"Not quite yet," Drake said. 

Then Chester saw that a different man was coming down the steps. He lingered at the bottom to light 
a long-stemmed pipe before setting off. 

"Right — the next shift has just taken over, so we're good to go," Drake announced. With Chester 
close behind, he hurried over to the steps and then mounted them two at a time, his tranquilizer pistol 
ready in his hand. He stopped as they reached the door at the top. "The control room is always manned. 
That Colonist's in here, and there may be more, so keep your eyes peeled." 

The old iron door was unlocked, and Drake gently pushed it open so they could slip inside. Chester 
found that they were in a long gallery, with a row of windows in wooden frames down one side. It was 
similar in appearance to a train carriage from a bygone era, although it was wider and longer than any 
Topsoil carriage. And to the other side, the wall was formed by an incredible latticework of archaic pipes, 
all of highly-buffed brass and secured to panels of dark oak. Not only were there numerous levers and 
valves on these pipes, but also dials and gauges that clicked and twitched in unison. 

The noise Chester had heard below was far louder up here — a regular and very low thump, which 
made his skull reverberate. The impression that he was actually inside some gargantuan beast recalled to 
him his favorite story from the Bible, Jonah and the Whale. However this was far different — it was as if 
he'd found his way not into the belly of the beast, but its lungs. 

Drake took it slowly as he crept further into the gallery. 

Then, tucked away in an alcove amongst the pipework, they came across the Colonist. 

With a shout, the stocky man leapt up from a table, a pack of playing cards flying from his hands and 
into the air. Dressed in dark gray overalls, he had bristly white hair and a red scarf tied around his neck. 
He shouted again, grabbing a ludicrously oversized spanner from the side of the table. 

"Sorry," Drake said, then fired his pistol, dropping the man where he stood with a tranquilizer dart. 
Out cold, the Colonist fell forward onto the table, which splintered under his not inconsiderable weight. 
Drake rolled him over to make sure than he hadn't been injured in the fall. The dart was still stuck in his 
massive chest. 

"Colonists," Chester murmured, his lip curling in disgust. "I really hoped I'd never see one of those 
head cases again in my life." 

"This man isn't your enemy," Drake said, noticing how the boy's hands had tightened around his rifle. 
"He's just doing his job." 

"Yeah — just like that creep in the Hold," Chester scowled. "He was called the Second Officer — 
and he was just doing his job too." 

Taking a folded piece of paper from inside his jacket, Drake shook it open and passed it to Chester, 
who was still staring at the unconscious man. "This is important. I need you to concentrate," Drake 
ordered the boy. "Look at this drawing." 

"What about it?" Chester asked, as he relaxed his grip on his rifle and turned his attention to the line 
drawing. It showed a panel with five large gauges on it, and a whole series of pipes below it. 

"This measures the pressure of the air being pumped into the cavern." Drake swung to the wall of 
pipes. "We'll start from either end, and work our way into the middle until we find it," he said. 


It took a few minutes before Chester eventually located it. He called Drake over. 

"Good. That's it. Right — slip your Bergen off and put it down here," he said, pointing to the floor 
next to the panel. Then he opened up the Bergen, and ever so carefully lifted out a pair of objects encased 
in sleeves of a blanket-like material. 

"Are those gas cylinders?" Chester asked. 

Drake nodded as he screwed transparent plastic pipes into the valves on the top of each of the 
cylinders, which were both around thirty centimeters in length. He placed the cylinders under the panel, 
then stopped as he thought of something. "You should have these... just in case," he said, extracting a 
couple of small khaki-green tubes from his belt kit and handing them over. 

Chester examined the writing on the sides of the tubes, but had no idea what it meant. "Atro... 
atrop..." 

"They're atropine injections. If something goes wrong, and you're exposed to what's inside the 
cylinders, yank the end off one of those field hypodermics and whack it into your thigh. It'll give you a 
shot of the atropine compound, which will counter the effects of the nerve gas." 

"Nerve gas?" Chester said, glancing nervously at the cylinders. "I was carrying nerve gas on my 
back?" 

"Yeah, under monstrously high pressure, too," Drake replied, as he saw Chester's horrified expression. 
"But what's in the other Bergen you lugged down to the Eternal City is far worse — enough plastic 
explosive to vaporize every molecule of your body. If that'd detonated, there'd be nothing left of you to 
bury," he added, with a wry smile. 

As Chester shook his head, Drake took a box from the Bergen and opened the lid. Chester saw that it 
contained clamps. Getting down onto the ground, Drake slid below the panel and began to attach the 
clamps to the brass pipes, screwing each of them into place. "I'm cutting into the air lines now. Just keep 
an eye on that door in case anyone decides to show up,” Drake said, his voice muffled as he continued to 
work under the panel. 

It took him a few minutes to make sure the clamps were firmly attached, then he slotted the 
transparent pipes from the two cylinders into them. 

"Time for the gas masks again, Chester," he said, as he emerged from under the panel. "And we don't 
take them off, not for anything." Once they had both donned their respirators, he loosened the valves on 
the cylinders of nerve gas. Each time there was a small hiss, but nothing more as the thrumming noise of 
the machinery in the gallery continued unabated. 

"Is that it?" Chester said, expecting more. 

"Yeah, that's it," Drake confirmed. "I've tapped the nerve gas straight into the air supply for the South 
Cavern — it'll circulate everywhere but the Styx Citadel and the Garrison, which have their own supplies. 
You see, just a few parts per million of this stuff in the atmosphere down here will be enough. And it's 
odorless, so nobody will be able to tell it's there." 

"But what will it do to the Colonists?" Chester asked. "Will it harm them?" 

"No, nothing serious, except maybe for some nausea and vomiting in a handful of cases. No, in less 
than half an hour, the Colonists will be waking up with flu-like symptoms — chronically watering eyes 
and runny noses — which will last for the rest of the day. The main point is that they won't be able to see 
anything much, and certainly won't be in any state to stop of couple of Topsoilers trespassing on their 
manor.” 

Drake checked his pistol. "And if we happen to bump into anybody, we only use the tranquilizer 
rifles and handguns," he told Chester. "We' re not here to injure any Colonists." He lifted his Bergen 
onto his back. "Right, Chester old man, let's go and have some fun." 


x x x xX x 


"What on earth are you doing round here so late?" the guard in the sentry box asked, standing up. He 
frowned at the Second Officer, and then noticed Colly by his side. "Ah, I've gotit. You took the Hunter 
out for a walk, and you wandered a bit too far from home? You're lost!" 

The guard's broad shoulders shook, but he didn't make much sound as he laughed. The notion of 


anyone who'd spent their whole life in these underground caverns losing their way amused him, although 
there was also concern in his eyes as he regarded the Second Officer. 

"I have been walking around for a while — that's true," the Second Officer admitted, as he scratched 
the white stubble on his chin. He averted his eyes from the guard, as if he was ashamed of what he was 
about to do. "I have a favor to ask of you, old friend," he began softly. 

"And what might that be?" 

The Second Officer raised his head to glance beyond the iron gateway to where the Laboratories lay, 
an almost identical pair of rectangular buildings connected by a walkway. They were both two stories 
high and constructed from dirty-looking granite. The main difference between them was that behind the 
right-hand building, known as the South Block, a large chimney duct of red brick ran up the cavern wall. 
Resembling a swollen vein the way it stood proud of the smooth rock, it was said to convey fumes away 
from an incinerator in the basement and up to the surface. An incinerator where the Scientists burnt their 
experiments that had gone wrong. 

And also people. 

And according to the rumors in the Colony, sometimes even a combination of the two. 

However, the rumors weren't that fanciful because the South Block was where the Scientists practiced 
eugenics and genetic manipulation — specifically the controlled breeding of Styx and the modification of 
their genome for the betterment of their race. 

"I need you to let me through," the Second Officer ventured, meeting the eyes of the guard. "I need to 
go into the North Block." 

The guard blew through his lips. "Let you through? Let you through? Now why would I put my job 
— and my life — on the line, and allow you to do that?" he asked. 

"Because I have this." The Second Officer unbuttoned a pocket in his tunic and produced his warrant 
card. "As far as you're concerned I'm here on official business, and if there's any comeback, I'll take the 
blame." 

"Well, in that case... I suppose I could..." the guard considered, then gave a shake of his head. "Look, 
don't think I'm making a judgment of you, but I know why you want to go in there. I saw the Topsoil 
woman being carried in." He stepped outside his sentry box and toward the Second Officer. "But just let 
me say this." He laid his hand on the arm of his friend. "Maeve and I were talking about you at the 
weekend. I know in your job you've seen and heard a lot of what goes on — just as I have at this 
butcher's palace — but you mustn't let it get to you. You've still go time to find yourself a wife, a nice 
wife from below grass, and settle down... and have some children. You need that... some good to balance 
out all the bad. You shouldn't be spending your life like this — taking pity on lost causes and half-dead 
Topsoilers." 

The Second Officer patted his friend's hand before pulling his arm away. "Thank you." Then he put 
his warrant card back into his pocket. "If anyone happens to ask, just say I'm here to collect some clothes 
for my sister." He glanced at Colly. "And maybe I should leave old puss-in-boots here with you." 

The guard gave a small smile. "You'd better. It's late and there's no one in the North Block at the 
moment, but if they were and they came across an unattended Hunter, they'd probably throw her on the 
slab and cut her open just for laughs. That's what those damned people do in there." 

The Second Officer seemed to look unwell at this. 

"Are you all right?" the guard asked him. 

"In time I will be... maybe," the Second Officer replied as he started toward the grim building. 

Once inside, he took the stairs to the second floor. He'd been in the North Block many times before 
when he'd been assigned the task of escorting Topsoilers there, most of them abducted from the surface 
by the Styx. As a matter of course, they were kept in the Hold for a few weeks while they were softened 
up and Darklit, to make them more ‘amenable’ (in Styx parlance) to lending their skills for the benefit of 
the Colony. Often he found he was transporting Topsoil scientists, because these were the people with the 
expertise that the Styx wanted to exploit, but the journey was nearly always one way — they were rarely, 
if ever, returned to the surface afterwards. 

He walked down the wide corridor, glancing through the observation ports in the doors on either side 
as he went. There didn't seem to be anyone in the rooms to his right where the abducted Topsoilers were 


usually locked up as they toiled on Styx projects. For the last six months, since the incident when Mrs. 
Burrows' son and his younger brother had broken out, the Styx had locked the Colony down and there 
wasn't nearly as much to-ing and fro-ing from the surface. Not that he'd been aware of, anyway. 

Then he came to the rooms where he thought that they might have brought Mrs. Burrows — the 
operating suites at the far end of the floor. Sure enough, as he lifted the handle on the door and entered 
the first of these, he saw her lying on the table in the middle of the room. His boots clacked on the white- 
tiled floor as he went over to her. 

She had a variety of tubes inserted into her arms. He gasped as he saw she'd been shorn of all her 
hair, and that black dotted lines had been inked on her scalp, showing where they were going to make the 
incisions into her cranium. 

"I'm so sorry," he whispered, as he touched her face. There was absolutely nothing he could do for 
this woman he'd know for such a short time, and yet had made such an impression on him. 


30 


Aided by the slope, Chester and Drake sprinted down to where the ground leveled out and the 
buildings began. They made no effort to conceal themselves as they went through the deserted streets, all 
of them packed with houses. It had never occurred to Chester that the Colony operated on a different time 
from that of London above. From his reckoning it must have been around seven or eight o'clock up on the 
surface, but it was apparently still the early hours of the morning in the South Cavern. 

Chester was looking at the lines of bizarre street lights — iron poles each with a football-sized 
luminescent orb on top of them, held in place by metal claws. "You know... I saw those lights up in the 
Quarter and some of the buildings there when they took me... to the Miners' Station," he puffed. 

"They didn't bother to use a blindfold on me," Drake replied. "Probably because I was a dead man the 
moment they'd got all they wanted." 

Chester was now taking in all the terraces of stone-built homes as he and Drake continued to race 
along. The houses were all rather basic, but well built. They gave Chester the same feeling that every 
surface, down to each brick and each piece of masonry, had been carefully crafted to withstand the 
ravages of time. And more than that, these houses had been tended to, repaired and scrubbed clean for 
century upon century, as generations of people had lived out their lives in them. People who had never as 
much as experienced the warmth of the sun. 

"It's all like some weird dream," he said to Drake. 

Just then a man pushing a two-wheeled cart turned the corner and trundled it into the road directly in 
front of them. He was wearing a flat cap and one of the waxy-looking jackets the Colonists dressed in. 
He didn't notice Chester and Drake straight away as he had his head down and was sneezing loudly. 

"The nerve gas. It's already irritating his nasal membranes," Drake observed. 

The man looked up, wiping his eyes. He'd evidently managed to clear his vision sufficiently to see 
Chester and Drake, both in their gas masks and bristling with weapons, as they pounded toward him. His 
jaw gaped, and he seemed to be about to shout when Drake dropped him with a tranquilizer dart. Drake 
didn't even stop to check him as they kept going. 

"This is so cool," Chester said. Helped by the fact that his Bergen, now emptied of the gas cylinders, 
weighed significantly less, and that he was getting his second wind, he was finding it easier to keep up 
with Drake. "I swear it's like a shoot-‘em-up videogame. Will you let me deal with the next one? 
Please?" he begged. 

"Sure — knock yourself out," Drake agreed. 

Chester didn't have long to wait. 

Two men in bowler hats and dark blue aprons emerged from a passage in front of them. They were 
both rubbing their eyes and stumbling around blindly. 

And they didn't have any idea what had hit them as Chester tagged both men with darts in quick 
succession. 

"Nice work," Drake complimented him. 

Chester was chuckling away to himself as he watched the Colonists fall against each other and 
collapse in an untidy pile on the pavement. 

"At this rate the high score's going to be mine," he announced, spinning his pistol in his hand like 
some gunslinger in a Western. "All mine." 

"Sometimes I worry about the younger generation," Drake muttered under his breath. 


x xX x x x 


They stole into the bedroom and, treading lightly over the thick carpet, stood around the bed. It was 
dark, the windows shuttered to keep out the permanent day on the other side. A couple lay sleeping in the 
kingsize bed, the man snoring gently. 

A bright light flicked on. 

The woman woke up immediately. A Limiter seized hold of her, cupping a hand over her mouth to 


stop her from making any noise. 

"He must have a clear conscience... look at him, sleeping like a baby," Rebecca One whispered, as she 
peered down at the Chancellor. 

"A very spoilt baby," her sister said, surveying the extravagantly furnished room. "It's like something 
in a palace.” 

Rebecca One felt the silk sheets where they lay over the Chancellor's portly body. "Certainly is. But 
what's that on his face? Some kind of eye mask?" She sniffed at it. "Smells of fruit... mango." 

"No! Not a mango eye mask! The fat Chancellor is preserving his youthful good looks!" Rebecca 
Two said, trying unsuccessfully to stop herself from sniggering. 

"Time for a rude awakening," Rebecca One decided. She took hold of the mask and pulled it away 
from his head as far as the elastic would permit, then released it. It slapped back against his eyes with a 
small splat. 

He let out a cry and sat bolt upright. "Gott im Himmel!" He shouted, tearing the mask off and 
squinting because of the bright light directed at him. 

Then he made out the Styx girls by the side of his bed, both of whom were looking with some 
amusement at his lemon-colored satin pajamas and the embroidered K on the breast pocket. 

"Was machen... What are you doing here?" He jerked his head around to his wife, who was still being 
restrained by the Limiter. He whipped his head back to the Rebecca twins, breathing heavily, both from 
anger and fear. "Have you taken leave of your senses? What are you doing in my house?" he demanded. 
"How dare you!" 

Rebecca One perched on the bed beside him. "We've decided that we want to help you, and that you 
and your lost nation are going to help us. Cooperation is the name of the game.” 

The Chancellor wiped some mango juice from his eye, and snorted. "Get out of my bedroom! And 
tell your soldier to take his Hände — hands — from my wife! I'm not going to help you! Never!" 

"Oh, but you are," Rebecca Two said calmly, beckoning with her hand. 

A Limiter advanced from the corner of the room and placed a large case on the foot of the bed. He 
undid the catches and lifted off the top of the case. 

"What is that?" the Chancellor asked, eyeing the gunmetal-colored box with dials on it. "What are 
you doing?" he said, panic creeping into his voice, and still watching as the Limiter straightened out the 
flexible stem, which was attached to the rear of the box. At the end of the stem was a shade that housed a 
dark purple bulb. 

"This is called a Dark Light. It's our latest model, portable and much more powerful than its 
predecessor," Rebecca One replied in an upbeat manner, as if she was advertising a new product on a 
shopping channel. Then her tone changed, becoming frosty. "If you relax, it'll go easier for you... and it'll 
also do wonders for your baby-face complexion." 

"But if you try to resist it, you're history," Rebecca Two chimed in. "We don't really need you. We're 
only keeping you around because you're funny." 

"Whatever it is, you are not going to use it on me!" the Chancellor shouted, sliding back over the 
shiny sheets so he was up against his button-upholstered behead of purple satin. "And how did you get 
into my house anyway? How did you know where to find—?" 

"Ah, that would be because of our bestest friends, Captain Franz and his men," Rebecca Two said. 
She clicked her fingers and he and three other New Germanian soldiers entered the room. "In fact, we've 
already got one of your regiments with us, and it won't be long until all the rest of your army is brought 
into line." 

"Was machen Sie da?" the Chancellor bellowed at Captain Franz. 

The young soldier remained silent, deferring to Rebecca Two. 

"He's not answerable to you any longer," Rebecca Two said. "He's already seen the light." 


x x x x x 


In no time at all, Drake and Chester had the Laboratories in sight. Drake made them stop across the 
road from the two buildings while he investigated the area. Chester still didn't know what they were 


doing there — Drake had refused to tell him in case they were captured by the Styx — but the Bergen full 
of explosives was a pretty big clue. 

"The night guard's still on," Drake whispered, pointing at the Colonist hovering outside his cabin. 
The nerve gas had begun to take effect and the man was coughing and spluttering, but he was nevertheless 
puffing determinedly on a cheroot, as if the smoke was somehow going to allay the symptoms. 

"That's irregular — although he's on duty, he's got a Hunter with him," Drake said, observing the 
guard as he went over to Colly and patted her on the head. 

"Looks a lot like Bartleby," Chester whispered back. 

Then the guard took out a handkerchief and dabbed his eyes, before turning to give the North Block a 
glance. 

"Let's do our worst," Drake declared, as he walked straight out into the open, with Chester following 
close behind. "Tag him, will you?" 

The guard only saw them at the last moment. Spitting his cheroot from his mouth and holding up his 
hand in alarm, he seemed at a loss what to do as the two bizarrely-dressed figures appeared before him, 
armed with pistols and rifles. 

Chester might have been showing off or it might have just been his less-than-perfect aim, but he shot 
the dart bang smack in the center of the man's raised palm. He toppled like a felled tree. 

"Don't get too flash," Drake cautioned. "Aim for the trunk of the body — there's less chance you'll 
mess up." 

"Okay. Sorry," Chester agreed, as they slowed in front of Colly, who hadn't moved from where she 
was sitting. She cocked her head to one side as she watched them curiously. 

"Nice kitty," Chester said. 

"Keep your distance — these animals can be volatile, and you might have just blatted its master," 
Drake warned. 

Colly also seemed to be affected by the gas, attempting to rub her saucer-sized eyes with her paws, as 
bubbles of snot foamed at there nostrils. 

As he gave her a wide berth, Chester observed, "This one's smaller than Bartleby. And better 
looking." 

"That's because she's a female," Drake said. 

"Female? How can you tell?" Chester queried, throwing a backwards look at Colly as they neared the 
steps of the North Bock. 

"Chester," Drake replied as if exasperated, "Hunters don't have any hair — you can see everything — 
did you really not notice that she was missing a few things Bartleby has?" 

"Um... no... didn't, actually," Chester mumbled in embarrassment, as they entered the building and 
took a left turn. They hurried down a short corridor and through a pair of swinging doors. Chester found 
they were in a huge room — the wall were covered in white tiles, and the linoleum underfoot was so 
highly waxed it resembled a sheet of dark water. The room was brightly lit, not by the usual luminescent 
orbs, but by long, strip-light versions of them arranged in several rows across the ceiling. And along one 
wall stood glass-fronted cubicles, each large enough to accommodate a bench, a couple of chairs, and 
racks of Petri dishes and test tubes. 

"Isolation cabinets," Drake informed him, as he noticed where Chester was looking. "You can see the 
air-extraction units on top of them — it's where they handle infectious agents and prepare cultures. And 
these are the cold stores where they keep all their specimens," he added, as he turned to the far wall. 
Three were three very substantial steel doors from around which a light mist was issuing. 

"So what goes on in this place?" Chester asked. 

"It's the main path lab — there's a smaller one on the floor right above us, but his is where they 
modify viruses and bacteria, developing them into weapons-grade pathogens, like Dominion." 

Drake had slipped off he Bergen and placed it on a bench. From inside he produced a series of 
packages the size of telephone directories. They were completely wound in black tape, each with a small 
keypad, into which he began to type a series of digits. "Setting the timers on the charges," he informed 
Chester. When he'd finished the last of them, Drake took three with him to the nearest cold store. 
Opening its door, he was engulfed in a cloud of freezing mist as he slid a charge across the frost-covered 


floor. Then he slammed the door shut and was just about to move on to the next when he stopped. 
"Chester, make yourself useful, will you, and put one of these in each corner of the room?" 

After the explosives were in position, Drake and Chester returned to the main entrance. 

"Right, we've got around twenty minutes until this place is reduced to hardcore. Keep a look out for 
anyone while I distribute a few charges along here." Drake glanced at another pair of doors, which led to 
the opposite side of the building. "After that, we'll do a quick recce upstairs, then it's a wrap," he said. 
"And we're outta here!" 

"Cool," Chester replied. 


The Second Officer had pulled up a stool and was sitting beside Mrs. Burrows. Not knowing what 
else to do — and knowing there was nothing he could do — he'd put his hands together and begun to 
pray. The Book of Catastrophes, dealing mostly with vengeance and retribution, didn't exactly offer him 
much inspiration when it came to mercy or compassion. However, like most Colonists, he knew the 
majority of the book by heart, and was able to scrape together a few passages which he now mumbled in 
the hope that they would make a difference. But try as he might, he couldn't stop himself from shedding 
tears as he reflected on the great injustice of Mrs. Burrows' situation. 

After a while, he began to cough and his eyes became red and inflamed. He knew this wasn't due to 
his anguish, and assumed that one of the chemicals used by the Scientists must be causing it. 
Nevertheless, he resolved to stay a little longer. And still he continued to pray. 


xX xX * x x 


As they arrived at the top of the stairs, Drake motioned to the left. "I'll look down here. You take the 
other side." He started to move off, then hesitated. "And, hey, Chester, if you happen to bump into any 
nerdy-looking types in red lab coats, feel free to use live ammo on them. "They'll be Scientists." 

"Really... but aren't they Colonists too?" Chester asked, giving him a quizzical glance. "And how is it 
that you know the layout of this building so well?" 

Despite the fact that his face was obscured by his gas mask, Chester saw Drake's eyes narrow in 
anger. 

"You were here," the boy realized, recalling what Drake had told him and Will in the Deeps. "The 
Scientists made you work for them in this place." 

Drake was silent for a moment and then nodded. "And if you find any poor sods in the rooms along 
the right-hand side, let me know. That's where the Styx torture Topsoilers until they agree to work on 
their weapons of selective destruction. One of those dingy little rooms was all I knew for a year." 

"So we'll free anyone in them before the whole place blows," Chester suggested. 

"You got it," Drake said, and headed off. 

Chester pushed through the swinging doors. He found that all the rooms Drake had referred to were 
unlocked. Nevertheless, he gave each of them a quick inspection to make absolutely sure they were 
unoccupied. Finding they were all empty except for lab equipment, he moved further down the corridor. 

That was when he heard a voice. 

For a second he deliberated whether to fetch Drake, but then decided he'd investigate it for himself. 

His dart gun at the ready, he stole toward the source of the voice. It seemed to be coming from a 
room near the end of the corridor. He pulled the heavy steel door open a fraction and peered in. 

He was greeted by a most peculiar sight. 

It was evidently some sort of operating theater. In the middle of the room there was a woman on an 
examination table. Chester's first thought was that she must be dead, but he revised this when he spotted 
the array of fluid-filled bags on a stand beside her. The bags were feeding tubes inserted into her arms. 

The scene brought back unwelcome memories of a visit he'd made to his sister in intensive care, 
following the car accident. It was the last time he'd ever seen her. So he didn't dwell on the woman, but 
switched his attention to the heavy-set man on an aluminum stool at her side. The man's elbows were 


propped on the table, and his head was cradled in his hands. He was dressed in a dark blue uniform and, 
for some reason, he struck Chester as being vaguely familiar. 

The man, clearly a Colonist and not a Styx, was wiping his eyes repeatedly. And, as Chester 
continued to spy on him, he saw the man's shoulders were shaking. Chester couldn't tell whether this was 
due to the nerve gas, or whether the man was actually upset and crying. He certainly seemed to be 
making small sobbing sounds, punctuated by the odd sniff or unintelligible grunt. 

Chester heard as the man spoke again — he couldn't make out precisely what he was saying, but it 
sounded as though he was reciting something from the Bible. He seemed to be praying. 

Chester's hand tightened on his dart gun. From Drake's description, this wasn't a Scientist, so neither 
he nor the person on the table deserved to perish in the explosion. 

Keeping his gun trained on the man, Chester opened the door wider, then eased himself into the room. 
The man must have heard him, half turning to look. His face was red, and it certainly did appear as 
though he'd been crying. 

And, at that moment, Chester recognized exactly who he was. 

"You?" Chester gasped. 

The Second Officer was on his feet in an instant, the stool crashing to the floor behind him. 

"You!" he bellowed back at Chester. "I know that bloody voice!" 

He launched himself at the boy who managed to squeeze off a shot but, in the heat of the moment, 
missed completely. The dart shattered the glass in a steel cabinet behind the Second Officer, who was 
moving with all the belligerence of a stampeding bull. 

Chester didn't get the opportunity for a second shot as he was bowled over, and the gun sent flying 
from his hand. The Second Officer fell on top of Chester with such force that the boy thought his ribcage 
was going to be crushed. 

As the two of them writhed around on the floor, the Second Officer was trying to get a grip on 
Chester's throat, and in the process dislodged his gas mask. For the first time Chester found out what it 
was like to inhale nerve gas. 

"I'm going to kill you, you bast-choo!" Chester spluttered as he sneezed. He meant it too. With the 
Second Officer's bulk on him, Chester couldn't get his rifles or his sidearm, but his knife was a different 
matter. He managed to slip it from the sheath on his belt. He had no compunction about hurting this man 
who had — he believed — been complicit in his horrible ordeal for all those months in the Hold. 

Chester was maneuvering the knife into position to jab the Second Officer in the ribs, and they were 
shouting and swearing and struggling with each other, when a woman's voice cut through the air. 

"Stop it! Both of you!" Mrs. Burrows commanded, as she sat up on the table. 


x xX x x x 


Drake had heard the commotion and was sprinting as fast as his legs would transport him. Passing the 
stairs in the central well, he had just entered Chester's side of the building when he saw someone rotate a 
bar into place on a large stainless steel door to lock it shut. 

Then the last person he expected to see stepped into the middle of the corridor. 

"Eddie?" Drake said, squealing to a startled halt on the highly polished floor. 

Quite calmly, the Styx stood before Drake. Still dressed in his Noddy suit, Eddie had a Styx rifle 
slung over his shoulder, but otherwise he was unarmed — his hands were empty. And Drake noticed he 
wasn't wearing a mask, yet seemed to be completely unaffected by the nerve gas. 

Maybe it was because Drake couldn't believe his eyes, but he tore off his respirator as he brought his 
pistol to bear on the man. And it wasn't his dart gun, but a Beretta, which was loaded with live 
ammunition. 

"I wouldn't do that if I were you, Drake," Eddie said, as he saw Drake had removed his respirator. 

"The gas?" Drake asked. "Why aren't you—" 

"You're not the only one with access to atropine," Eddie interrupted him. 

"But... but what are you doing here?" Drake demanded. 

"Thought I'd come and see how you were getting on," Eddie said nonchalantly. "I know you feel 


you're justified in ending our alliance because of what happened to Fiona, but you've crossed me. And 
I’m not the type to turn the other cheek." 

Drake's eyes had begun to smart from the nerve gas. "You sound very confident," he said. "For 
someone who has a weapon drawn on him." Without lowering his pistol, Drake fumbled a syringe of 
atropine from his pocket. He flicked the cap off with his thumb before ramming it against his thigh. 
"And you obviously took something to counter my tranquilizer, in anticipation that I might use a dart on 
you." 

Eddie nodded. 

Drake blinked his tears away, already feeling the atropine counteract the early symptoms of the nerve 
gas. "But you're not going to get up afterwards if I shoot you with live rounds," he said. 

Eddie shook his head. "you won't do that." 

Drake tightened his finger on the trigger. "Really? You're in my way, and we've only got a short time 
until the ground floor of this building blows out from under us. I'm not intending to hang around until it 
does." 


Chester and the Second Officer instantly stopped struggling with each other. 

"Mrs. B...?" Chester asked, staring wide-eyed at the bald woman who pulled the tubes from her arms, 
then swung her legs around so she was sitting on the edge of the examination table. "Is that really you, 
Mrs. Burrows?" 

"Celia?" the Second Officer gasped, his hands still around Chester's neck. "You can speak... and 
move... you're well again! How did this happen? It's a miracle — it's the Book of Catastrophes doing its 
good work, it is!" 

Mrs. Burrows looked completely composed and otherworldly as she held the gray sheet around 
herself. 

"It may be a miracle, but it's not because of your Book of Catastrophes," she said. "In truth, I 
recovered some time ago, thanks to the way you looked after me... you kept me alive." 

"You did... I did?" blathered the Second Officer, in utter confusion. 

"Yes. And I knew my time was running out when I was brought here. I was just about to try to 
escape when you showed up." She stopped abruptly, putting her head back as she sampled the air with a 
long sniff. "A Styx," she announced. 

"What do you mean?" Chester snapped, whipping his head round to the doorway. "Where?" 

"He's very close, but I can't be too precise. Whatever's in the air is hindering my sense." She turned 
toward the boy, but her eyes weren't on him as she slowly swept her hand in front of her face, as if she 
was seeing something Chester and the Second Officer couldn't. "Do you know what this is? It wasn't 
here a few hours ago." 

Chester glanced at the Second Officer, unsure whether he should say anything in front of him, then 
decided it wouldn't make much difference now. "Nerve gas — we're piping it into the Colony air 
system.” 

"If I allowed it, this gas of yours would be playing havoc with my eyes and nasal membranes," Mrs. 
Burrows said. 

"You're doing what?" the Second Officer boomed, as he caught the implication of what Chester had 
just said. 

"And this whole building is rigged to go up," Chester told the Second Officer, with relish. "So we'd 
better get out as quickly as we can. Or we'll all go up in smoke." 

The Second Officer was still on top of Chester as he began to puff with rage. Chester suddenly 
realized just how heavy the Colonist was. "And get off me, you fat lump!" he spat. 

Without a word, the Second Officer rolled off — as he did so he spotted the knife in Chester's hand. 
"You weren't going to use that on me, were you, you jackanapes?" he said. 

"You better bel" Chester began, bristling again. 

"The Styx is here," Mrs. Burrows announced. 


That was the moment at which the door slammed shut, and Eddie locked it from the outside. 
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I don't want to have to hurt you, Eddie," Drake said. "But if you try to stop me, I'll take you down and 
leave you here to die." 

Eddie uncrossed his arms as he saw Drake's trigger finger tighten. 

He said something under his breath. 

"What was that?" Drake asked, taking a step toward him. 

Quite clearly this time, Eddie uttered a few words in the Styx tongue. 

Drake went completely rigid, as if seized by a spasm. As he did so, the handgun went off, but Eddie 
had been ready for this, stepping deftly to the side to avoid the shot. 

Swaying where he stood and stiff as a board, Drake began to topple forward. Eddie moved in quickly 
to catch him. 

"You can still hear me, can't you?" Eddie asked. And you know why you're paralyzed, Drake, don't 
you?" Eddie asked. "I put you through some Dark Light sessions of my very own devising while you 
were still our guest down here. I implanted a few behavioral patterns in you I thought might come in 
useful one day." 

Eddie levered Drake's fingers from around the pistol, removing it from his hand and chucking it down 
the corridor. Then he lowered Drake into a sitting position on the floor. Drake's head was slumped 
forward and resting on his chest, although his eyes were open. 

"You see, I play the long game. Now that it doesn't matter, I can tell you that I was responsible for 
the untimely demise of Tam Macaulay and Sarah Jerome's father. I recognized in brother and sister the 
propensity for causing trouble — I wanted them and all the other hares I'd set running to become rebels, 
and to stir the population of the Colony from its too settled, too complacent, in our underground fiefdom. 
We needed a wake-up call to make us look outwards again, to the surface, and to do what the Book 
decrees is our duty." 

There was a hammering on the door and Eddie glanced casually at Chester and the Second Officer, 
who were jostling with each other to see him through the observation port. Then he simply looked away 
from them. 

Eddie shrugged at Drake's recumbent form. "But if all my handiwork did make a difference, I'll be 
the first to admit I misjudged how events would play out. It might have served to galvanize the leading 
Styx family into action, but on an extremist path, which was not the right path for us to pursue." He 
sighed. "I got it wrong." 

Taking a few steps as if he was about to leave, Eddie checked himself and stopped. Without looking 
at Drake, he laid a hand on top of his head. "And once that misguided family — those Rebecca twins as 
you call them, and their grandfather, the old Styx — have been shown the for the fools that they are... 
once they have been bested by the likes of you and Will Burrows — a mere boy — then they will lose 
their grip on power, and I will return to the Colony to take the helm. I'm patient — I'm prepared to wait 
for that day." He tucked his hands in his pockets and strode toward the stairs. "So long, Drake," he said. 
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Chester rushed to the door the moment Eddie closed it, but couldn't get it open. "We're locked in! 
Where's Drake?" He tried to use his throat mike to speak to him, but the radio had been damaged in the 
struggle and was completely dead. "This whole bloody place is going to go up in a matter in min—" 
Chester trailed off as he caught sight of something through the observation port. "What!" he exclaimed, 
then wiped his streaming eyes for another look. He saw Eddie out in the corridor, and Drake edging 
toward him with a pistol. "Oh no, it's him again!" Chester shouted. "Mrs. Burrows, you were right. Itis 
a Styx!" 

Having taken off his tunic and put it around Mrs. Burrows' shoulders, the Second Officer now joined 
Chester. He spotted Eddie on the other side of the door and started to thump on it to attract his attention. 


"Ha! Now your puffballs are pickled," he declared to Chester. "The Styx will do for you and your friend. 
They'll let me out of here." 

"Nope," Chester replied, elbowing the Second Officer aside for another look at Eddie. "That was our 
Styx — he's not on your side anymore." 

"So he's on your side," the Second Officer said, with surprise. 

Chester shook his head. 

"Well, whose bloody side is he on then?" the Second Officer demanded, his broad face a picture of 
confusion. 

"I honestly don't know," Chester admitted. 

They couldn't hear the exchange between Drake and Eddie, but Chester gulped as he saw Drake freeze 
statue-still, and his pistol go off randomly. He gulped again as Eddie went over to him and pried the 
weapon from his hand, then lower him to the floor and out of sight. "Dark Light... Drake's been Darklit," 
he whispered, as he realized what he'd just witnessed. "We're in big trouble. We can't have longer than a 
few minutes before the charges go off!" 

"But...?" the Second Officer said, jabbing his thumb in Eddie's direction. 

"No, why don’t you listen to me! He won't be in the mood to help us. Not after what we did to him," 
Chester ranted. "We're well and truly snookered!" 

"Then we'll just have to think of something ourselves," Mrs. Burrows declared. As she stood up, the 
policeman's tunic was almost like a coat on her. 

Chester and the Second Officer worked together, doing their best to force the door open, but if was far 
too solidly constructed. By now, Chester was coughing as much as the Second Officer, and his eyes had 
become so irritated he could hardly see. 

"We could smash that," Chester suggested, as he slapped the circular inspection port in the door. HE 
knew it was a long shot. The port was less than ten centimeters in diameter and positioned too high up for 
them to reach the handle through it, but it was worth a try. 

"Budge out of the way," the Second Officer said. 

Chester stood back as he seized the aluminum stool and swung it at the glass in the observation port. 
But the stool broke into pieces after several attempts, and the glass wasn't even marked. 

"See what else is in here," Chester instructed the Second Officer, as he began to rummage through his 
Bergen, searching for something they could use to break their way out. "I haven't got any explosives, 
but... yes... this might do it," he said, snatching up one of his rifles from the floor. "Keep your heads 
down — I'm going to use real bullets!" he warned. He cocked the weapon and tried to aim a the window, 
but his vision was so impeded he stopped himself. "This is no good," he muttered. Then he remembered 
the atropine syringes Drake had given him and quickly fished them out of his pocket, lobbing one to the 
Second Officer. "This will help you see again. Use it like this!" he told the Colonist, as he put his rifle 
down and, removing the cap from the syringe, thumped it into his thigh. 

He bent to retrieve the rifle, then stood up again. "Whay! Feel real dizzy now," he said. But with a 
few deep breaths his head cleared, and he aimed at the observation port and fired. The sound was 
deafening in the room. Although the first shot did minimal damage to the window, a small crack 
appeared at the edge of the glass. "Must be toughened or something! Damn it!" Chester cursed, then 
fired twice in quick succession. On the third attempt the glass shattered. 

The Second Officer was immediately there, knocking out the remaining shards with one of the legs 
from the stool. "That Styx has gone," he observed, then he stuck his hand through he now unglazed port. 
"The handle... can't get to it... too far down,” he grunted. 

"Let me have a go. I'm thinner," Chester said, pulling him out of the way. 

But it was still no good — even with his whole arm through the door, Chester's hand was a good 
twenty centimeters off, and beside that it was going to take a firm grip on the bar to swing it open. While 
the Second Officer ransacked the cabinets around the walls to see if there was something to help them 
reach the handle, Chester tried to rouse Drake, shouting and screaming at him, although he could only see 
his feet through the port. He was still shouting when Mrs. Burrows appeared at his side. 

"I don't know what Eddie's done to him... he might even have killed him," Chester said, his voice 
hoarse with desperation. 


Mrs. Burrows breathed in deeply. "No, I can't smell blood," she said. 

Chester realized what was wrong with her. "Oh, no! You're blind! Those creeps blinded you!" he 
burst out. 

"Just tell me what you can see out there," she pressed him. 

He was doing this as the Second Officer returned with a length of rubber surgical tubing and proffered 
it to Chester. Chester took it from him and stretched it, then shook his head. "That's no good, is it?" he 
shouted. 

"Calm down, Chester," Mrs. Burrows told the boy. "First things first. We need to get Drake back 
into action. How do we do that?" 

The Second Officer bumbled over with what appeared to be a pair of extended metal forceps. "Not 
nearly long enough — won't reach," Chester said to him, turning back to Mrs. Burrows again. "Well," he 
began, thinking hard, "My dad was Darklit, and Drake sort of shocked him out of it... Drake was hitting 
him and—" 

"Yes, that's it... use pain to bring him around," Mrs. Burrows cut the boy short. "That could work." 

"But how? Should I shoot him? Or tag him with a tranquilizer dart?" Chester said in a single breath. 
"But what good would that do?" 

Mrs. Burrows swiveled to the Second Officer, who was still going through the cabinets, turfing their 
contents out onto the floor. "Colly!" she said. The Second Officer stopped. "Your Hunter's close, isn't 
she?" she asked. 

"Left her outside with my friend," he answered. "How did you kn—?" 

He was interrupted by Mrs. Burrows as she put two fingers in her mouth, and gave a piercing whistle 
through the observation port. 

"That won't do anything. Colly's a disobedient little cuss," the Second Officer grumbled. 

But within seconds, there was a meow from outside the door. 

"Colly — good girl!" Mrs. Burrows said. "Now, listen to me — see that man outside — I want you to 
bite him." 

With Mrs. Burrows at the observation port, Chester had no idea what was happening out in the 
corridor. But there was another meow, and the intonation was such that it sounded as though it should 
have had a question mark after it. 

"Yes, I'm telling you to bite him. Just do it," Mrs. Burrows urged the Hunter. 

In the corridor, Colly circled around Drake several times. It wasn't in her nature to harm a human, 
and she was decidedly uncomfortable about what she was being asked to do. But she also knew from 
Mrs. Burrows' tone that it was vitally important. The Hunter approached Drake, then gave him a quick 
nip on his thigh just above the knee. 

Mrs. Burrows sniffed. "No, it's got to be harder — bite harder!" she shouted. 

"Jesus — I don't think we've got long now,” Chester said, as it hit him how much time had elapsed. 
"We're not going to do this." He and the Second Officer met each other's eyes, and it dawned on Chester 
just how ironic it was that he was working alongside someone who only minutes ago he'd wanted to kill. 
But now they were going to perish, if Mrs. Burrows' idea didn't work out. 

"Go on —BITE HIM!" she yelled. 

Colly ventured back to Drake, her tail flicking uneasily behind her as she lowered her muzzle. Then 
she closed her jaws on his lower leg and bit hard. 

"HARDER!" Mrs. Burrows screamed. 

Still clamped onto Drake's leg, Colly shook her head, just as she would if she was dispatching a large 
rat. 

There was a roar as Drake's head came up. Colly was so startled by his reaction, her paws were 
slipping and sliding on the waxed floor as she tried to bolt away. 

Drake staggered to his feet. "Chester," he shouted. He saw the locked door and rushed over. 

As he swung the bar up and wrenched the door open, he took in Mrs. Burrows, and the Second 
Officer and Chester's delighted faces. 

Only then did he glance at his watch. "No time for pleasantries," he said. "We've got about a minute 
to get clear." 


Without a moment's hesitation, the Second Officer grabbed Mrs. Burrows and threw her over his 
shoulder. 

Drake gave him a nod. He hadn't known what to expect when he first saw the Colonist, but at least 
the man wasn't going to be a problem. Drake spotted Chester's Bergen and rifles on the floor. "Take your 
kit... and don’t forget your gas mask!" he barked at the boy. 

Then they dashed along the corridor, down the stairs and out into the open. As they came to the 
guard's cabin and the Second Officer saw his friend sprawled on the ground, Drake spoke to him. "TIH 
take Celia from here," he said. "You deal with him. He's too heavy for me to move." 

The Second Officer did as he was told, and they'd crossed the road and were just moving down the 
nearest street when the first of the charges detonated. They didn't go off simultaneously, but in a ripple 
like a series of fireworks on Bonfire Night. The sound of the explosions echoed all around them as the 
sudden onrush of air made them totter forward. As the last boom reverberated throughout the cavern, 
they stopped to watch the building sink into a cloud of dust. 

The Second Officer had put his friend down, and now stepped in front of Drake, squaring up to him. 
"If I was doing my duty, I should rightfully arrest you." 

Chester had been prepared for this moment, the dart gun ready behind his back. 

"But if letting you two Topsoilers go means Celia's safe, then so be it," the Second Officer continued. 

"Why don't you come with us?" Mrs. Burrows asked him. "There's nothing down her for you." 

"There's my mother and sister," he shrugged. "I couldn't leave them." He glanced up at the smoke 
rising from the remains of the Laboratories building. "I'll just have to think up something convincing to 
tell the Styx, and cover myself." 

Drake scanned the streets around them, a worried expression on his face. "We've got to scram," he 
said. "We should've been long gone before the charges went off. The Styx will be out looking for us 
now." 

"Oh, Christ," Chester mumbled. 

But Mrs. Burrows didn't seem to be overly concerned. "Thank you for saving me,” she said to the 
Second Officer, and leant forward to kiss him. "You're a good man, a truly good man." 

He held one of his hands to his cheek where she'd planted the kiss, and Chester could have sworn that 
he was blushing. 

As Drake and Mrs. Burrows began to move away, Chester held back for an instant. "Yeah, maybe 
you're not so bad... for a total meathead," he told the Colonist. 

"Be off with you, Topsoiler,” the Second Officer said, pretending to cuff the boy and smiling. "Now 
where's that damned Hunter got to? I just hope she wasn't hurt in the explosion," he added, his smile 
vanishing as he began to look for her. 


x x x xX x 


Refusing any help, Mrs. Burrows was having no trouble in keeping up as the three of them dashed 
through the streets in the direction of the Fan Stations. 

Despite Drake's fears about the Styx, there weren't many yet in evidence, and those that were already 
patrolling the streets could easily be avoided as Mrs. Burrows used her sense to full effect. 

"Not that way,” she said. "With all this gas around the place, I'm not as accurate as I should be, but I 
think there's some Styx down there." 

Drake peeked around the corner and quickly withdrew. He nodded at Chester. "How are you doing 
this?" he asked Mrs. Burrows, as the three of them immediately reversed back down the street. 

"The Dark Lights did something to me — I think they rewired my brain," she told him, then laughed. 
"I might be blind and never be able to watch TV again, but I wasn't intending to anyway." 

There was no time for more conversation as they entered a road full of rather sleepy people milling 
around like confused cattle. Chester almost found it funny — with the men in their ludicrous night caps 
and shirts, and the women in flowery dressing gowns, it was like some slumber party that had gone 
wrong. They'd obviously been woken by the multiple explosions — it would have been impossible not to 
hear them within the limits of the giant cavern. 


Drake and Chester didn't once have to use their tranquilizer guns. The Colonists were so badly 
affected by the gas that they were no threat. And Drake took the opportunity to snatch a pair of slippers 
from a rather rotund woman, who screamed loudly. It was only when, a little further on, he gave them to 
Mrs. Burrows, that Chester realized she'd been barefoot up until that point. 

They were forced to make one further diversion when Mrs. Burrows again warned about the presence 
of Styx. Then, before Chester knew it, they were on the thoroughfare with the cart tracks worn into it and 
within sight of the side passage where the pigsty lay. 

"Never thought I'd ever be so grateful to smell pig pooh again," Chester said. 


xX x x % x 


As they entered the Labyrinth, Drake took out his iPod to guide them. Mrs. Burrows held onto 
Chester's Bergen to help her keep to the route. But, after an hour of walking, Drake noticed she was 
dragging on the boy. He assumed her ordeal in the Colony much be catching up with her. 

"We should take a breather," he said. As they sat in the red sand, they had some water from the 
canteens. 

"Tell me about Will — tell me about my son," Mrs. Burrows asked suddenly. 

Drake looked at Chester, prompting him to answer. 

"Um... he was okay... just fine... when he... er... left. You see, he went after Dr. Burrows, deeper into 
the Earth," Chester explained, not feeling this was the moment to let her know that both of them had 
jumped headfirst into Smoking Jean, a colossal void, and that he had no idea if they'd survived the fall or 
not. Chester had never before been in the situation that he'd had to inform someone their husband and 
child might be dead. 

Mrs. Burrows appeared to be unsatisfied with the answer. She turned her sightless eyes on Chester, 
and almost imperceptibly, her nostrils flared. "You're not telling me the full story, are you?" she said 
gently. 

"Maybe we should do this later," Drake intervened. "We're a bit pressed for time right now." 

Chester noticed that Drake seemed preoccupied and gave him a small shrug. 

"There might be a complication," Drake said finally, grimacing as he toyed with his respirator. 

After all the excitement, Chester was feeling completely drained and just wanted to return to the 
surface. "What do you mean?" he asked, then noticed what was in Drake's hand. "The gas masks! We 
haven't got enough of them for the journey through the Eternal City!" 

"No, it's not that. There's a spare in my Bergen," Drake answered in a subdued voice. "It's Eddie. He 
was ready to let us all die back there and if, as I suspect, he's returned Tops—" 

"The warehouse!" Chester burst out, leaping to his feet. "My dad!" He's there. If Eddie gets to him 
first...!" 

"Yes, so we need to get our skates on," Drake said. 

"If this is about me," Mrs. Burrows spoke up. "I won't hold you back. I've been waiting for someone 
to catch up with us." 

Chester and Drake simply looked at her. 

"She has now, but you frightened her, Drake, and she's keeping her distance." Mrs. Burrows turned to 
the passage they'd just come down. "It's all right — you can come out now," she called. 

"Why am I not surprised?" Drake sighed, but he was smiling. Chester had no idea who Mrs. Burrows 
or Drake were talking about. 

"Well, how could I leave her behind, in that house with those two dreadful women?" Mrs. Burrows 
said, then she shouted again. "Come and join us, Colly!" 

The cat slunk out from the shadows, looking like a black panther as she regarded Drake with her 
cautious, amber eyes. 

"That's all we need... when we resurface back in Westminster!" Drake said, chuckling. 


31 


Will and Elliott leapt together across yet another of the wide ravines. As they both landed on the 
other side, their feet skied through the silt until they came to a stop. Elliott tottered a few steps, then 
glanced at Will. 

"Are there many more of these?" she asked, as Bartleby, deciding it was time that he jumped, 
launched himself from the other side of the ravine. Unfortunately, he'd misjudged where he would touch 
down, and thudded into Will's legs, knocking him forward. 

"Oi! Be careful, moggy!" Will reprimanded the cat, who lollopped off to investigate the new stretch 
of seam. 

"Well, are there many more?" Elliott asked again, barely moving her mouth as if it was numb. 

Will looked at her, recognizing that she'd hit another low. The effects of sheer fatigue came in waves; 
for the most part there was an overwhelming detachment from everything around you. But occasionally 
you went on roller-coaster rides into the most crashing bleakness and despair, when even the smallest task 
seemed like a Herculean undertaking, and when you had no sense of there being any light at the end of the 
tunnel. Will suspected this was where Elliott was right now. 

"No. I think that's the last of the big jumps. And thank God for the low gravity," he said, attempting 
to sound as positive as he could. "I don't know how we'd have got across otherwise." 

Elliott gave a yawn. "I am so tired," she slurred. "And so hungry I could eat a cave cow... two cave 
cows.” 

"Yeah, me too, but I wouldn't go that far. You wait until you get to the fallout shelter — there aren't 
just nice, clean beds there, but loads of food too," Will told her, his stomach rumbling a the prospect of 
bully beef spread on dry biscuits, which, at this very moment, seemed to him like a feast sent from 
heaven. 

In less than a kilometer they'd reached the end of the seam and begun along the constricted passage 
that led from it. As they squeezed between the rough stone walls, Will turned the tracker off and stowed 
it in his pocket; it was impossible for them to lose their way now. But it was odd not to have the sudden 
bursts of clicking to punctuate the slow and weary rhythms of their boots clumping and scuffing on the 
ground. 

An hour went by before Will and Elliott spoke again. "Not far now," he announced. 

"Oh, right,” she sighed. 

Recognizing that Elliott still sounded rather down in the mouth, Will made another effort to lift her 
spirits. "Yep. Really not far to go. Have you spotted the signs above us?" he said. Coming to a halt, he 
held his luminescent orb high so its light fell on the upper reaches of the wall. "See... almost home and 
dry." 

Elliott leant back against the passage wall, and angled her lantern upwards. "A red triangle," she 
observed, as the circle of light revealed the peeling red paint of one of the symbols. 

"They run at about five-hundred-yard intervals," Will said, as he set off again. But the moment he'd 
uttered these words, they resonated in his head, as though a tuning fork had been struck. 

With Elliott following behind him, Will continued to walk mechanically along. Without being aware 
of it, he was just whistling through his teeth, just as his father had done when they'd been in this very 
same passage only months before. Dr. Burrows had been the first to notice the direction markers, 
pointing them out to Will. 

Will ceased his whistling. "They run at about five-hundred-yard intervals," he repeated barely 
audibly, but in his own head he was hearing his father's voice, as distinctly as if Dr. Burrows was standing 
right beside him. 

Will began to slow his pace as he recalled how his father had been forced to persuade him along this 
leg of the route. At the time, Will had been filled with self-recrimination that he hadn't made more of an 
effort to find Chester and Elliott, so they could regroup after the explosion by the submarine. And he'd 
become argumentative and lashed out at Dr. Burrows, venting all his frustration and resentment on him, 
when in fact he'd been furious with himself. Furious and extremely confused about what he should be 


doing. 

Will now came to an abrupt halt, making Elliott pull up sharply behind him. 

"What is it?" she asked. 

"s" 

Before Will knew it, he'd dissolved into floods of tears. He couldn't stop himself from crying, crying 
so hard that he could barely draw breath. "Dad, oh, Dad," he moaned and twisted quickly away from 
Elliott to hide himself against the wall. He was thoroughly embarrassed and ashamed that she should see 
him lose control of his emotions like this. 

Padding back to find out why his traveling companions weren't keeping up, Bartleby regarded Will 
through his large coppery eyes, not understanding what was wrong. The cat tried to push his muzzle 
between Will and the wall to get his attention. When Will wouldn't move and let him in, Bartleby sat on 
his haunches beside him, his head cocked to one side as he began to make low mewing noises in 
sympathy with the sobbing boy. 

"Being such an idiot," Will murmured, as Elliott stepped over to him. 

"No, you're not," she said softly. She put an arm around him, then laid her head on his shoulder. 

"Don’t know what... why now..." he got out between quick, shallow breaths, still unable to regain any 
measure of control over himself. 

They remained like that for some time, Elliott holding him. 

"What a muppet," he managed to say, his chest heaving. 

"It's all right. You're just sad," she said, and gave him a comforting squeeze. "You shouldn't try to 
fight it. Do you remember what I told Cal on the island, about how horrible experiences make you 
tougher, and more able to survive?" 

Will mumbled a ‘yes’. 

"It's not really true. Only time makes things better," she admitted. 

As Will became calmer, Elliott lifted her head. She was about to kiss him on the cheek when he 
edged back from the wall, disengaging himself from her. 

Unaware what she'd been about to do, Will stared at his feet. His voice was strained and hoarse as he 
tried to express himself. "I used to get so cross with Dad. I was so bloody sure of myself, so absolutely 
certain that I was right. Silly old man, I used to think to myself. You silly, stupid old fuddy-duddy — 
getting everything wrong — making such a bloody mess of things," Will said, wiping his wet face with 
his sleeve. "Sometimes I was horrible to him, and now I can't tell him that I was the one who was wrong, 
and how sorry I am." Will tried to chuckle as he used a thumb to rub the tears from his eyes, but it didn't 
sound very mirthful. "Well, tell him I was wrong some of the time," he added. He began to sigh again 
heavily, but it morphed into a hiccup, so loud it made Bartleby's ears prick up. 

"Do you want some water?" Elliott offered. "We can stay here for a while, if you like?" 

"No... I'm okay now," Will said. "Thank you." He moved off into the passage, sniffing every so often 
as he led the way, still thinking about his father. 


x x x x x 


"We made it!" Will called to Elliott as he burst from the gap in such haste he almost fell onto the 
concrete platform. With his luminescent orb poised before him, he was just about to turn to the right 
when Bartleby cannoned through the opening, galloping at full speed. 

"Nooooo!" Will warned with a shout, but it was too late. There was a huge splash as Bartleby shot off 
the concrete platform and hit the water in the harbor. 

As Elliott arrived, she and Will watched the Hunter. His ears were flattened against his head and he 
was holding his broad nose stiffly out of the water as he doggy-paddled back toward the side. 

"I had no idea he could swim. And he seems to quite like it — he's not really a cat at all, is he!" Will 
said. As Bartleby came close, Will knelt down to give the animal a hand to clamber back onto dry land 
again. After Bartleby had shaken himself off, splattering both Will and Elliott, Elliott directed her lantern 
beam into the lagoon of clear water and then at the cavern wall to their left. 

"So this is it?" she said. 


"You haven’t seen the half of it yet. We need to get the floodlights on," Will replied, drying his hands 
on his front. "Come on, it's this way." 

They moved down the platform, climbed over a pile of rubble, and then turned left along the quay. In 
no time at all they had reached the low building with its dusty windows. 

Will approached the heavy gray-blue door. "It's already open!" he exclaimed. 

Elliott swung her rifle from her shoulder and cocked it. 

"Someone in there?" she asked. 

Will took hold of the circular locking mechanism and pulled the door a few centimeters toward him. 
"This was definitely shut when we left here," he said. Frowning, he turned to Elliott. "And I know it was 
locked — Dad told me to make sure it was locked." 

As she crouched down, Elliott's finger was on the trigger. 

"No, I don't think there's anything to worry about, not in this place. It won't be the Styx," Will said to 
her. "But what this means is... I suppose... that Chester made it back here, with Martha." He grinned. 
"So he's okay then." He shook his head. "You know, with everything else, I haven't given him much 
thought lately. I just sort of assumed he must have got Topsoil again with that kooky woman, and that 
he's up there on the surface somewhere." 

But as she observed Bartleby, Elliott wasn't so relaxed about their current situation. "The Hunter is 
sensing something. Keep your voice down," she whispered to Will. "And pull the door further back so I 
can see inside." 

Will did as she asked, and once she'd checked the interior with her rifle scope, they both entered. Will 
wasted no time in going over to the panel of switches. "This is the main control panel for the lights. Do I 
turn them on... is that a good idea?" he said to Elliott, who nodded back at him. 

"I just don't like the way Bartleby's acting," she declared in a low voice. The cat was creeping 
forward, apparently wary of something. 

Recalling that the first switch hadn't done anything when his father had tried it, Will selected the next 
along and swung the handle down. As they met the contacts sparked, and for an instant the room was 
illuminated by a flash of blue illumination, then the bulkhead lights flared into life. 

"Gah!" Will exclaimed. "Forgot it was so bright." But despite the brilliance, he still managed to flip 
down the bank of switches that controlled the lights outside in the harbor. "Dad said the whole place is 
powered from turbines in the river," he informed Elliott. 

"Careful," she hissed, nodding toward the corner of the room. 

Will glanced at the meter-thick blast door. "It's been left open too," he noted, moving toward it. 

"Hold it," Elliott whispered. "That looks wet." 

Will sought out what she was peering at. On the way over to the door was a small, grimy-looking 
object, with gray smear marks on the concrete floor all around it. 

As Bartleby inched toward it, Will couldn't understand why he was acting so nervously. "Dad and I 
certainly didn't leave anything there," Will informed Elliott in a whisper, "but it's just a dirty rag, isn't it?" 

While the girl kept her rifle trained on the blast door, Will went over and prodded the object with the 
toecap of his boot. "Yes, a rag," he pronounced, then kicked it over. "No, watch out — because it is 
dangerous... very dangerous!" Will exploded, barely able to speak he was laughing so much. "Look at it 
— that's no rag — it's some really dirty underpants! Chester must have dropped them here!" 

As Elliott came alongside him, she saw what was unmistakably a pair of filthy and rather threadbare 
Y-fronts. 

Then the three of them, Will, Elliott and Bartleby, tiptoed through the blast door and into the 
passageway beyond. It was some fifteen meters high, and brightly lit by the strip lights down the middle 
of the ceiling. Will threw a glance at the radio operator's booth, assuring himself it was still there. He 
was intending to pay it a visit later. 

He indicated the next cabin along. "You'll love what's in there," he said, making no effort to keep his 
voice down. "It's the armory. It's—" 

"Bartleby's still acting squirrely. And there's a strange smell," Elliott warned him sharply. 

Will sniffed several times. "Detergent — that's all," he decided. "Probably this," he added, rubbing 
his foot on a damp trail which ran down the otherwise spotless linoleum of the passageway. "Chester or 


Martha must have dragged something through here." 

But Elliott was right — Bartleby was still behaving strangely as they edged forward, although Will 
put it down to his being in unfamiliar surroundings, filled with new odors. 

By the doorway at the end of the passageway there were some food packets that had been shredded 
into small pieces. 

"Always leave a place as you'd wish others to find it," Will said somewhat disapprovingly, as he 
quoted Dr. Burrows' maxim. 

"Your father?" Elliott asked, recognizing that the boy's words hadn't sounded his own. 

"My father," Will confirmed. "But I'm surprised Martha and Chester would make all this mess." 

"There's something else in here," Elliott whispered, wrinkling her nose. "There's a smell that—" 

"Nah, it's fine," Will insisted. "You worry too much. I keep telling you — no one else would come 
down here. It's a very long way from the Colony or the Deeps, miles from anything." 

"But don't you think the White Necks might've been the teensiest bit interested how you and the Doc 
made it back to Highfield? And what if Chester or Martha have been caught and Darklit — they'll have 
told them everything, including all about this place," Elliott reasoned. "And what about your mother? 
What if the Styx really Darklit her?" 

No, not my mother — Drake made sure Dad and I didn't say too much about it in front of her, 
especially about where the river came up under the airfield," Will replied. "But I suppose you've got a 
point." 

They entered the main area, which was filled with ranks of bunk beds. It was the size of a football 
pitch, and around the edges there were further rooms. With all the lights on, they could quickly see no 
one was in there. 

"What did I tell you?" Will said to Elliott. "Nobody home. Nobody home. Come with me." He 
broke into a run, cutting straight through the area of bunk beds. Elliott trailed cautiously after him, her 
rifle still at her shoulder. As she caught up with him on the other side of the floor, he pointed at a light- 
blue door with a number stenciled on it. "The showers are in there," he informed her. Then, as he 
reached the next door along, he let out a whoop of joy. "And this is what we've been waiting for! The 
kitchen's in here!" he announced. 

He yanked the door open and stepped in. 

The whole room seemed to be moving. 

Then it stopped. 

Hundreds of small eyes were on him. 

Whiskers twitched. 

Then they swarmed. 

A black heaving mass of rats. 

"Jesus Christ!" Will wailed as, like a gush of oil, the whole pack fled for the door. Stuck in the 
entrance, Will gripped the doorjambs on either side of him. He closed his eyes, bracing himself against 
the torrent of vermin that were flooding past. Even between his legs. 

He heard Elliott's rifle crack as she shot one rat, then a second, but it was nothing compared to 
Bartleby, who was having the time of his life. He was like a spikey tornado as he leapt into action, 
seizing rat after rat in his teeth. He wouldn’t bite them to death, but nip their scruffs and, with a deft 
shake of his head, dispatch each of the rodents by breaking its neck. 

JEEESSSUUUUUSSSSSSSS!" Will was howling, as he staggered backwards from the room. Only 
then did he open his eyes and take in the trail of carnage that led to the main door. Dead and bleeding rats 
littered the way, but there was absolutely no sign of Bartleby. 

Elliott was doubled up with laughter. "You should have seen yourself!" she exclaimed. 

Will didn't find it in the least bit funny. "Disgusting!" he gasped. 

"They're just rats... and now we've got something to eat," Elliott managed to say, still in fits of 
laughter. 

Will was extremely subdued as he went back into the kitchen and surveyed the chaos the rats had left. 
Shredded ration packets, ripped tea bags — everything they could get their teeth into had been torn open. 
He spied a plastic tank of detergent on the floor that they had somehow managed to knock from the 


draining board by the sinks. That explained why it had been smeared everywhere. 

He turned his attention back to the shelves, where the tins were stacked. 

"At least they haven't got at my corned beef," Will said, as he tried to console himself, but he didn't 
feel quite so hungry any more. 


"Strip off all your gear and sling it in the trunk with your weapons," Drake told Chester. "We'll come 
back for it later." 

Mrs. Burrows and Colly were waiting in the cellar as Chester took off his Bergen and then his belt kit, 
placing them in the open trunk. Then he contemplated his handgun, reluctant to be parted from it. "Won't 
we need our weapons when we get to the warehouse?" he asked. 

"You do realize it's lunchtime up here — there'll be people everywhere. And police. We don't want 
to be caught with anything incriminating on us — it's not worth the risk," Drake replied. "And I've got 
some hardware in my Range Rover, not far from Eddie's. We'll stop off there first." 

"Fine," Chester agreed. 

Drake cut a length of rope and fashioned it into a makeshift lead for the cat. Colly seemed to be less 
frightened of him as he looped and tied it around her neck, then handed the end to Mrs. Burrows. "For 
appearances’ sake," he said. Slamming the trunk shut and clicking down the catches, he placed a couple 
of crates of old books on the lid to hide it. "Time to hit the road," he announced. 

He climbed the steps to the door at the end of the cellar and tried it. As he expected, it was locked. 
"This might be a little noisy, but we should be okay," he said. 

He moved several steps down, then executed a perfect side kick at the lock. There was a crash as the 
wood splintered, and he pulled the door open and went through. Mrs. Burrows and the Hunter behind 
him, as Chester brought up the rear. 

As they emerged into the square it was indeed full of people. There were thirty or so pupils from the 
nearby school, some of whom were kicking a football around on the grassy area in the middle, while 
others sat about in small groups. In addition, as Chester squinted in the unaccustomed daylight, he could 
see a smattering of tourists toting cameras, and a couple of elderly men in clerical robes. He took a deep 
breath and closed the space between him and Mrs. Burrows. 

Silence descended on the square as people began to notice them. 

The initial lull gave way to a ripple of astonished murmurs, the football rolling to a halt as the boys 
lost interest in their game. Everyone was watching the strange little group make its way along he side of 
the square. Chester realized that if he and Drake in their green and mud-caked Noddy suits weren't 
enough to attract attention, then a bald-headed woman with black dotted lines across her scalp, dressed in 
a blue tunic and wearing ruby-red slippers, was guaranteed to get them more than a passing glance. And 
Colly, equally as bald as Mrs. Burrows, and the size of a Great Dane, was the icing on the cake for the 
transfixed onlookers as she sniffed inquisitively at them. 

As they neared the exit to the square, the porter was looking them over with hostile curiosity. He was 
a different man from the nightshift porter Drake had met twice before, but evidently had the same 
commitment to his job. Knowing the suspicious-looking trio with their pet would have to pass by him on 
their way out, he waited, tapping his foot on the ground. 

"It's a fine afternoon," Drake agreed wholeheartedly, with his eyes half-closed as he gave the bright 
blue sky a glance. And before the porter could say another word, Drake proclaimed, "and if you're 
wondering, we're a performance art group.” 

"Ahh. Artists," the porter said. Reducing his own personal Defcon, he lowered to his heels and 
nodded knowingly, as if he required no further explanation. 

They passed down the alleyway and out onto the street, where Drake went to the pavement's edge to 
hail a cab. But the people here were even more numerous than in the square, and were stopping to gawk 
at the strange foursome. A pair of identically dressed young Japanese punks, with huge and exaggerated 
coxcomb Mohicans of electric blue, strolled over to Mrs. Burrows. 

"Crucial look, sister," the boy punk said, as he regarded her with unreserved admiration. 


"Coooool lady," the girl punk squealed. 

"Thank you," Mrs. Burrows said. She'd been talking to Colly, trying to keep her calm in this new 
environment. The combination of the hubbub from all the people and the busy traffic passing by on 
Victoria Street was unsettling the Hunter, and her head was darting this way and that as she tried to take it 
all in. 

"Groovy cat, too,” the boy punk said to the girl punk, pointing at Colly with an amazed expression. 
The Hunter gave him a curious sniff. 

The girl punk clapped her hands together in glee and jumped up and down. "Yay! It's Doraemon — 
like in the manga!" 

"Yes, real life Doraemon robot cat!" the boy punk said. He took a quick photograph of the Hunter 
whilst having an animated exchange with his girlfriend in Japanese, then they finally moved on. 

Colly might have been in a state of high confusion, but Mrs. Burrows herself didn't appear to be 
coping that well, either. When Drake eventually found them a black cab, she looked extremely grateful as 
she sank into the back seat. 

"Everything all right, Mrs. Burrows?" Chester asked her. 

"Sensory overload,” she merely replied, then asked for the window to be closed. 

As they stopped at some lights, the taxi driver looked over his shoulder at Colly curled up on the 
floor. "That really a guide dog? Never seen one like that before," he said. 

"Sure is. Now, we're in a hurry, so please put your foot down," Drake asked him. 

As they drew up beside Drake's Range Rover, he gave Chester money to pay the fare, then ushered 
Mrs. Burrows and Colly straight from the cab and into his car. 

"Don't you want me to come too?" Mrs. Burrows offered. "I can help." 

"Celia, you look done in, and I think we can cope without your early warning system on this one. If I 
know Eddie, he'll have flown the coop," Drake replied, then went to the rear of the car and opened the 
tailgate to get ata kit bag. "Have a Beretta," he said to Chester, passing him a handgun before tucking a 
second one into his belt. 

Without speaking, Drake and Chester passed down several streets until they came to the warehouse, 
where they hugged the wall to avoid the surveillance cameras. 

"Watch the shadows," Drake said, unlocking the door, and opening it a fraction so he could check for 
any booby traps. Then they both slipped inside and took out their handguns. "If he's here, he'll have seen 
us on the CCTV," Drake warned Chester in a whisper. ‘He'll know we're coming." 

They gave themselves thirty seconds to adjust to the dim light in the main body of the warehouse, 
then Drake led way up the flight of stairs, continually scanning the various lumps of old machinery below 
in case Eddie was hiding there. 

As they reached the top, they found the door to the apartment was wide open. "Nice and slowly," 
Drake whispered, creeping over the threshold. 

The first thing they saw was that the carpet had been removed from the entrance lobby, leaving just 
bare concrete. As they went further in, their Berettas held in front of them, they found the floor of the 
main room was exactly the same. "He's done a runner, and taken it all with him,” Drake said in a low 
voice. The room was a bare shell — the table with the Waterloo battle scene, the bank of CCTV 
monitors, every stick of furniture, and even the wallpaper, had been stripped out. 

But something remained on the bare floor in the middle of the room, and Drake and Chester's eyes 
were on it as they stepped closer. 

The shape stirred. 

"DAD! It's DAD!" Chester shouted. He tore over and removed the gag from his father, who was 
bound up with rope. 

"Chester! Thank God it's you," Mr. Rawls spluttered. "I don't know what happened! I just woke up 
like this." 

"Don't worry, Dad," Chester said, checking his father over for any injuries as he loosened his ties. 
"He's okay. Eddie hasn't hurt him," he called over to Drake, who had gone to the far end of the room to 
investigate the bedrooms. 

Drake was back within seconds. 'Nope. Nothing left." He raised his eyebrows. "I have to give it to 


him — pretty impressive at such short notice." 

"But how did he manage it?" Chester asked, as he undid the last of the rope from around his father's 
ankles and helped him to his feet. 

"Perhaps he had a band of little helpers — some elves — to shift it all out for him? Who knows?" 
Drake chuckled. "I'm just relieved Jeff here is unharmed." As Drake glanced at Mr. Rawls, he noticed 
something. ‘Hold on a tick,” he said. He reached across to Mr. Rawls' breast pocket and took out the not 
tucked into it, then unfolded it. 

"A gesture of goodwill for the future. Your friend," Drake read aloud. 

Chester frowned. "Sounds like it's for you, Drake. So did he expect you to make it out of the 
Colony?" 

Drake looked amused. "Maybe. Maybe he's not as black and white as I thought he was. After all, he 
was prepared to leave that Colonist policeman to die with the rest of us in the explosion, but he still saw 
fit to spare Jeff here." 

"Explosion? Policeman? What on earth have you been doing?" Mr. Rawls demanded, looking from 
Drake to his son. 

"Why don't you take him out to the car, where you can fill him in?" Drake suggested to Chester. "I'm 
going to drop you all off somewhere, then go back to the hotel to find out if your mother's shown up." HE 
thought for a second. "But, first, there's something I need to see." 

Drake left the flat to descend the stairs. As he was making his way through the warehouse, he spotted 
something on the ground. He nudged it with his foot. It was a slug of gray material, not dissimilar to old 
porridge. There was no sign of the motorbikes, but he didn't expect there to be as he and Eddie had left 
them in Westminster. 

He saw the scaffolding frame draped with thick sheets of polythene was still standing in the corner of 
the warehouse. On his way over to it, Drake didn't stop to press the red button on the lathe's power panel 
and disarm the explosives — he already had a good idea what he was going to find. 

As he lifted the sheets aside, he saw that although the concrete surround in the floor remained, the 
metal door had gone. Three or four steps of the stairway was still visible, but then the entire opening was 
filled with a gray slurry — it was the same substance that had been spilt on the factory floor. Drake 
hunted around until he found a length of wood, which he rammed into the dense slop, then pulled out 
again. He touched some of the material left on the wood, rolling it between his fingers. 

"Quick-drying cement," he said, and glanced down at the blocked opening, nodding to himself. "So 
the whole cellar is pumped full of it... clever. You certainly made sure no one's going down there again... 
but I bet you took all that Styx equipment with you, didn't you, Eddie?" 


Part Five 


Reunion 
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Will was showing Elliott around the harbor when they came across Bartleby, who had settled down on 
the concrete pier with one of his recent kills gripped between his paws. He was chewing noisily on either 
its head or rear end — Will couldn't tell which from the state of the gored carcass. Just like any cat, the 
Hunter was totally engrossed in his prey, to the exclusion of all else. He didn't even bother to lift his head 
to glance at Elliott as she wandered down the side of the pier and inspected the wreckage of the sunken 
boats in the bottom of the clear water. 

Will had been staring absently at the other side of the lagoon where the old barge had drifted free, 
when he noticed what was attracting Elliott's attention. He slapped himself on the forehead. "The launch! 
What an idiot! Why I didn't think of it before?" he burst out, and raced back up the pier. Once on the 


quayside, he hurried the short distance to the generator building. 

"Yes, it's gone! Chester's taken the launch with the outboard that Dad and I left here," he said, 
peering down the side of the building. 

"So there's no question he went Topsoil. But where does that leave us?" Elliott asked, as she caught 
up with Will. 

"I can probably get another outboard motor to work and there's gallons of fuel in the tanks down here, 
but the problem is..." Will said, as he scratched his chin. "The problem is the launch." He threw a glance 
at the low building where the vessels were kept. "There aren't any." 

"No boats," Elliott said. 

"Well, there are, but the fiberglass is really ropey — I know because I had a good look at all of them. 
I double-checked after Dad picked one out. If I'd left it to him, I might not be here today." 

"Well, you are, and it seems as though we're here for keeps, doesn't it? We're marooned," Elliott said 
glumly, as she set off down the quayside. 

Is that such a bad thing? Will thought to himself before he knew it. Her body language wasn't lost on 
him as she walked despondently away, no longer taking much interest in her surroundings. Maybe she 
hates being here with me. Maybe all she really wants is to be with Chester? Will scrunched his eyes 
shut. And maybe I'm just being a total dipstick. You shouldn't care so much — why do you care so much? 
he posed to himself, with a small shrug. 

"But I do care very much," he answered himself earnestly, speaking out loud as he flicked his eyes 
open again. 

Elliott seemed to slow her step at that instant, and Will wondered if she'd overheard him. He hoped 
not — she was far enough down the quay that the sound of the underground river at the very end should 
have drowned out his voice. At least, he hoped it had. 

Blushing, he made an about turn and jogged back to the fallout shelter, then entered it, going straight 
to the radio operator's booth. 

"The black one, not the red one," he said, remembering his instructions as he told Chester which of 
the wall-mounted telephones had, by some miracle, still been working. Will thought of his friend and the 
last time he'd seen him. It had been just before Will had followed after Dr. Burrows with a leap into 
Smoking Jean, a leap into the unknown. 

It was only months ago, but it seemed considerably longer. So much had happened since then. Will 
was now without a father — he'd lost yet another person central to his life. And, quite possibly, he'd also 
lost his mother. So many had died. At this rate, he thought to himself, he'd be the only one left, 
completely alone — a friendless, embittered orphan, always on the run from the Styx. That was if he 
himself survived. 

As he slumped into one of the canvas-backed chairs, Will recalled how happy he'd been then, despite 
all the uncertainty surrounding his future. And despite the fact that Dr. Burrows had been prepared to 
sacrifice everything, including his relationship with his wife and son, to his tenacious and single-minded 
pursuit of knowledge, there had been a caring and considerate side to him. Maybe it was hidden deep in 
Dr. Burrows for much of the time — like one of his prized relics buried in the earth — but nevertheless 
Will had been treated to occasional glimpses of it. 

"Dad. Dear old Dad," Will muttered sadly, as he powered up the ancient radio on the bench before 
him, watching as the valves on the top began to glow. He didn't know if the radio even needed to be 
switched on for the telephone to work, although he felt superstitious about it, telling himself it couldn't do 
any harm. After a minute, when the valves were emitting a pink-orange light, he rose from the chair and 
reached across for the black telephone. He knew Drake's emergency number without even thinking — 
after Elliott's fever when she'd repeated it over and over again, it was one number that would forever be 
indelibly etched on his memory. 

Although he had no idea whether Drake was still alive, or if anyone else might pick up the messages, 
Will dialed and left several for him on the server. He tried to keep them succinct, telling Drake that he 
and Elliott had reached the shelter, and that they had no means of making the journey back Topsoil. Just 
like the last time he'd used the telephone, he heard a few crackles and bursts of white noise in response, 
but otherwise there was nothing to confirm the call had gotten through. 


Despite what the Rebecca twins had said on top of the pyramid, Will then tried his mother's mobile 
phone. Although he couldn't tell whether it was still connected, he left her a short message. 

"Calls made," he announced when he'd finished and replaced the receiver. It may have all been a 
complete waste of time, but at that very moment he wasn't exactly spoilt for options. Of course, he and 
Elliott could return down the inclined seam, but they'd merely end up in the land of the Brights again. 
And then what? Try to make it across to Martha's shack, and spend the rest of their days eating spider 
meat? 

"Maybe I should try to build a boat," Will mused to himself. As he thought about it, that didn't seem 
like such a far-fetched idea. There were enough materials to work with around the place, and even a full 
machine shop in one of the outhouses on the quayside. "Yep, maybe make a boat," Will decided. As he 
exited the radio operator's booth, he noticed he'd left the main blast door open. He went over and pushed 
it shut. After the incident with the rats, he wasn't going to take any chances. 

He headed to the main dormitory area and in the midst of the bunk beds, he came to the table where 
his father had gathered together all the documents and paperwork he'd been able to find in the place. The 
detailed survey plan of the fallout shelter and the surrounding area that Dr. Burrows had left there was 
still spread open. And on top of this were a stack of equipment manuals, and a dog-eared paperback. 

Will picked it up to read the title of the book, ‘Ice Station Zebra,’ he said. Then he studied the 
contour photograph on the cover, which looked as though it was a scene from a film. In it there was a 
submarine poking up through the ice pack. 

"The submarine we found was real," Will mumbled, holding the book closer so he could see the men 
in parkas, who were posing around the conning tower with guns in their hands. The men appeared so 
heroic and sure of themselves. Will made a humph noise and tossed the book back onto the table. He had 
no idea what a hero was any more, and he certainly didn't need to read about fictional ones. 

Although it was out of character — he'd never once offered to help with any form of cleaning in his 
Highfield days — he then set to work on the kitchen. He swept up all the shredded packets and rubbish 
left by the rats and, wearing a pair of rubber gloves he'd taken from the quartermaster's stores, threw it in 
a dustbin, which he dragged to the generator outbuilding. 

As he inspected what was left in the kitchen, he found that the rats had gnawed their way inside most 
of the crates stacked against the wall and devoured their contents. But there were a few at the top that 
hadn't been breached, and to his delight these contained quite a number of the crackers in green foil 
packets, and also boxes of rations, each with a chocolate bar inside. Most of these bars were completely 
inedible, but as he proceeded to work his way through the boxes, he was finding the odd one in which the 
chocolate tasted all right. And Will's favorite from his last visit — pineapple chunks in syrup — had also 
been spared from the hungry rodents because it was canned. 

"So I've got all the corned beef and bickies for the main course and, for pudding, pineapple chunks 
and chocolate. Life isn't so bad," he sighed, trying his best to convince himself. 

But as he weighed one of the rectangular cans of corned beef in his hand, then began to check for 
signs of corrosion along its seals, his mind wasn't on what he was doing. He was half listening for Elliott, 
wondering when she was going to come back to the shelter. 

And wondering if she was really as discontented as she appeared because she was stranded in this 
place with him. 


Beside Mrs. Burrows on the back seat of the Range Rover, Chester was so exhausted that he fell into a 
deep slumber almost immediately after Drake turned the key in the ignition. Mrs. Burrows' eyes were 
shut, but she seemed to still be awake — her arm was over the back of the seat and she was stroking 
Colly. Laid out in the rear of the vehicle, the Hunter's steady purring was audible over the sound of the 
car engine. 

They were making their way out of central London when Mr. Rawls, in the passenger seat next to 
Drake, finally spoke up. "What do you think my wife's chances are?" he asked. "Tell me straight." 

"Okay, Jeff, but this isn't going to be easy for you," Drake said, as he changed gear. "She has some 


minor strategic value to the Styx, because of her connection to Chester, and hence to the rest of us. So, 
like bait in a trap, I expect she's back at your house in Highfield right now." 

"Really?" Mr. Rawls said, the optimism evident in his voice. 

"But don't get your hopes up. There are two options; the first is that I try to extract her again. But if I 
muff it and they take me alive, then you'll all be put at risk. So you wouldn't have just lost Emily, but 
both you and your son would fall into their hands too." 

"Right... and the second option?" Mr. Rawls asked hollowly. 

As they stopped at a junction, a small terrier on the pavement began to yap loudly. Drake glanced in 
the rear-view mirror. 

"Cat!" he exclaimed. Colly's head had popped up like a jack-in-the-box. She'd fixed her gimlet eyes 
on the dog and was making a low growling noise, her top lip hiked up to display her gleaming incisors. 
"Get that Hunter out of sight!" Drake ordered. 

"Steady, girl," Mrs. Burrows said, and the cat immediately complied, sinking down again. 

"You were saying,” Mr. Rawls prompted Drake. "The second option?" 

"Yes. I did all I could to deprogram your wife, but she's obviously highly susceptible to the Dark 
Light. She might be useful to the Styx in the future, as one of their ‘drones’ or ‘sleepers’, or whatever 
you want to call them. My best guess is they'll keep her around for the time being." 

Mr. Rawls considered this fora moment. "So, really, we should leave her be. And there's absolutely 
no one else we can go to for help to get her back... and do something about the Styx?" 

"I'm afraid not, unless there's another autonomous group out there somewhere that I haven't heard 
about, and there may well be. But if you think about it, if they're any good, I won't find out about them 
anyway." 

"Quite," Mr. Rawls agreed, now staring at Drake. "So you're not even going to try to get Emily back, 
are you, because of the risk?" 

"Look, I'm not saying it's out of the question. I'm going straight to Highfield after I've dropped you 
off. I'll take a look — from a distance — but I have to tell you, Jeff, that I think we should let things ride, 
at least for the next fortnight or so," Drake said. 

"Yes, I see the logic in that," Mr. Rawls said. "Life and death... the checks and balances of my new 
existence,” he added quietly. "How can you stand to live this way, Drake?" he asked. 

"Because, a long time ago, the Styx gave me no alternative," Drake answered. 


x x x x x 


In the middle of an anonymous housing estate, Drake drew up in front of a row of garages. As they 
all disembarked from the Range Rover, he lifted the door to one of the garages just sufficiently for them 
to duck inside. It was stacked high with cases of equipment, from amongst which Drake produced a pair 
of fold-out chairs, a single camp bed and some sleeping bags. Telling them all not to go outside for 
anything, he closed and locked the door behind him, then drove off. 

Leaving the car on the outskirts of Highfield, Drake went the rest of the way on foot, always keeping 
to the back streets. Putting on a pair of dark glasses, he finally emerged onto the High Street. With a 
glance at the museum where Dr. Burrows had once worked, he continued along, slowing slightly as he 
saw the Clarke's former grocery shop on the opposite side of the road, which had become a coffee bar. It 
wasn't part of one of the major chains, but a cheaply-fitted-out local effort proclaiming itself rather 
curiously to be ‘The Village Coffee Shop’, offering ‘Cut Price Internet Access’ according to the signs 
taped inside the window. 

As he swung on his heels to go inside the newsagent's, he removed his dark glasses and then 
pretended to browse the magazines. 

The shopkeeper was giving Drake surreptitious glances at the same time as working through a list on 
the counter in front of him. As he became absorbed in his task and took his eyes off Drake, he started to 
singe abstractly to himself, "Dem bone, dem bones, gonna walk around." 

Drake moved to the central display in the shop where there was a selection of stationery and 
inexpensive toys. As he pretended to examine a padded envelope, he simultaneously felt the underside of 


a Shelf in the display. Retrieving a note that had been stuck there, he palmed it. 

"Connected to the thigh bone..." The shopkeeper suddenly stopped singing. "Need any assistance 
there?" he offered. "Are you looking for something?" 

Drake went over to him with the envelope. "Found what I wanted, thanks. I'll take this." 

Once outside the shop, Drake put his sunglasses back on, hesitated for a moment, then crossed the 
road to the coffee shop where he ordered a cappuccino and half an hour's Internet access. He had no 
intention of going further into Highfield. There was no need. 


x x x x x 


"He's back," Mr. Rawls said, as they heard the key in the lock and the garage door was raised up. 
Drake ducked inside, then pulled the door down behind him. 

Drake had two carrier bags with him. He passed one to Mrs. Burrows. "Some new clothes for you, 
Celia, so you don't have to go around in that policeman's jacket. And there's also a hat in there to make 
you less conspicuous." 

"Did you see her?" Chester asked eagerly. 

Drake passed the other bag to Mr. Rawls, who was on his feet, looking at him expectantly. 

"Coffee and pastries," Drake said. 

"So was my mum there?" Chester asked again. 

Drake nodded grimly. "She's back at home, but I couldn't get close. All the signs are that they're 
keeping tabs on her. I'm sorry — I'm not going to attempt anything for the moment. It's too dangerous, 
for all of us." 

He waited for this to sink in, then spoke again. "But I've also got some good news for you. Will and 
Elliott are okay. They've come back from..." Drake frowned before he continued, "from another world at 
the center of the planet." 

"What?" Mr. Rawls mumbled. 

"That was what Will said in the messages I just listened to. They're stranded in the deep-level shelter, 
with no way to make the journey upriver." 

Despite the news about his mother, Chester was grinning from ear to ear. "Will! Elliott! Oh, that's 
fantastic!" he exclaimed. 

"Thank God," Mrs. Burrows exhaled, and sat down suddenly, as if the news was more than she could 
have ever hoped for. "And my husband?" she asked quietly. 

"There were two messages and the quality wasn't up to much. I might have missed something, but 
Will didn't mention the Doc, only that Bartleby was with them." 

Mrs. Burrows nodded. 

Drake clapped his hands. "Right. You can drink those coffees on the way. We're going to Norfolk." 

As they trooped outside, they were stunned to find a battered white minibus instead of the Range 
Rover. 

"Done a swap with your friend in the garage?" Chester asked, looking the vehicle over. "It's really not 
your Style, is it?" 

"I should reserve your judgment on that," Drake replied, as he thought about where he was about to 
take them. 


Thirteen miles before the disused airfield in Norfolk, Drake suddenly left the main road, steering the 
minibus into a bald and muddy field. Around it edges were a collection of motley-looking mobile homes 
and caravans, with heavily patched canvas tents and even what appeared to be makeshift tepees dotted 
between them. A large fire burnt in the center of the field, around which numerous raggedy children and 
dogs raced. 

"A bonfire?" Mr. Rawls said. "What have we stopped here for?" 

"That's not a bonfire, it's a car that's been set alight," Chester observed uneasily. 


"This is where you'll be staying while I do gown to that deep level shelter," Drake said. "I'm sure it's 
not what you expected, but the round trip to and from the shelter takes a couple of days at best, and I can 
hardly put you up in some country B&B, can I? Particularly not with the Hunter." 

"Um, no, I'm coming with you," Chester said, as he regarded the various mobile homes with distaste. 
"Besides, you'll need help with the launch, and I know the route. I've done it before. I'm your man for the 
job," the boy added. 

"I don't need any help, and it's not practical for you to come too. Apart from the fact that I'll be 
carrying spare cans of fuel for the return journey, I don't know how many passengers I'll be bringing back. 
Even if it's just Will and Elliott on board, there's not going to be a lot of room, is there?" 

"I suppose you're right," Chester conceded. 

"And you need to keep an open mind," Drake said, fixing him with an uncompromising stare. "Just 
because they've chosen a different way of life and nobody wants them on their doorstep, it doesn't mean 
these aren't good people. I've had dealings with them in the past, and they've never let me down. If I can 
negotiate a price for you all to be put up in one of their homes, they'll look after you well. I guarantee you 
that. Drake scanned the scene before them. "And you should be safe here. They avoid the police like the 
plague, which is a real plus, but the best thing is that the Styx are unlikely to have infiltrated them. Why 
would they bother? There's nothing for the White Necks to gain from it." 

Chester nodded. 

"Just, please, make sure Colly's kept well away from their dogs," Drake added as an afterthought. 
"They won't take kindly to it if she stiffs one of their prize greyhounds." 


x x x xX x 


A shout came above the sound of the wind. On the slope leading down to the Pore a cluster of basic 
huts had been erected, and three Limiter officers now exited hurriedly from one of these. They slowed to 
look at where their mounts were tethered. The horses were agitated and whinnying as a cave cow, one of 
the huge insects indigenous to the Deeps, helped itself to oats from the food trough. The cave cow was 
only a young calf, similar to the one Dr. Burrows had befriended, but it still had the dimensions of a small 
family car. The front pair of its three sets of articulated legs was buried in the grain in the trough as its 
mouthparts clacked hungrily away; food was hard to come by in these lands of constant night, and it 
wasn't going to waste the opportunity to gorge itself. 

The tallest of the three Limiter officers raised his rifle at the large dome of its carapace, using his 
scope to seek out its smaller head. Oblivious to the danger it was in, the cave cow continued in its feeding 
frenzy, its chopstick-like antennae vacillating so quickly they were a blur. 

"Leave it — it's no threat to the horses," one of his comrades told him. "We'll deal with it later." 

The constant shower of water falling from above grew more intense as the trio approached the edge of 
the Pore then walked the full length of the wooden platform, which had been built some thirty meters out 
over the titanic void. At the very end of the platform, two of their subordinates were manning long-range, 
light-gathering telescopes as they scoured the blackness below. 

The three officers now spoke to them. 

"You called. Have you got something?" 

The Limiter on one of the telescopes looked up. "Yes. We saw a single flare." 

"You're sure?" 

"Positive," the other observer said, without moving from his telescope. "We're just waiting to see if 
there's a second one." Several seconds passed, then both the observers spotted it. 

Although it didn't register on their ghoulish faces, a palpable sense of relief emanated from the three 
Limiter officers as they went into a huddle. 

"Two flares. So someone's made it back. We need to pass this news up the chain of command," the 
tall Limiter said. "Immediately." 

"And we may need more balloons, because we've already lost four in accidents," his fellow officer 
remarked. 

"Yes, and if we're going to recover our men in relays between the balloons, it's going to take too 


long," the third officer suggested. "The current arrangement is far from ideal. I hate this reliance on such 
outmoded technology." 

Moving to the wooden rail at the side of the platform, all three officers stared down into the unbroken 
darkness of the void below. But they had no hope of seeing the hot air balloon thousands of meters below 
them, or the many others below it, in a chain that stretched all the way down the Pore for hundreds of 
kilometers. 

"We can only pray that down there somewhere, one of our men has recovered the Dominion virus," 
the tall Limiter officer said, voicing the concern they all shared. 


* x x xX x 


"Aren't you ready yet?" Will called out, chuckling as he waited for Elliott to emerge from the 
quartermaster's stores. Located in one of the rooms around the dormitory area in the fallout shelter, it was 
an Aladdin's Cave of military uniforms and equipment. 

For several hours Will had buried his nose in a book he'd found on fiberglass vessels. Having finished 
the chapter on repairing hulls, he'd announced to Elliott that he thought he might be able to patch up the 
least damaged of the launches from those left in the outhouse. On hearing this, Elliott's whole demeanor 
had brightened, and she'd suggested he take a break so they could try on some of the military gear from 
the racks in the stores. 

And now, as Elliott still failed to make her big appearance, Will adjusted his clothes. He'd had his 
turn first and was sporting a ridiculously baggy light-fawn tropical outfit, complete with a pith helmet. 

"Can't you find anything?" Will shouted, wondering why girls took so long when it came to clothes. 

"Ready," she shouted back, as she sashayed through the doorway. With a mesh scarf tied around her 
head like a bandana, she was wearing dark green shorts, a white gym vest and the most incredible US Air 
Force flight jacket of supple black leather. The only comic touch was a pair of combat boots many sizes 
too large for her, which she was now struggling to walk in. 

From all the time she had spent out in the open in the inner world, Elliott's skin was still tanned, and 
her hair long and glossy — to Will's eye she looked simply stunning in her outfit. 

"Wow!" Will gasped. 

"What do you mean, ‘Wow’?" she said, laughing as she took two clomping steps and then nearly 
tripped. "Don't I look funny in this?" 

"Well, no actually, I think you look great," he said. 

She stopped trying to walk and smiled at him. 

"you left the front door wide open!' a voice announced. 

Accompanied by Bartleby, who was wagging his tail excitedly, a figure appeared around one of the 
bunk beds. 

It was drenched and leaving puddles of water behind it. 

"Drake!" Elliott shrieked. She ran full pelt at him, managing to trip herself up. 

"Ooof!" he exhaled, as she slammed into him. 

She held tightly to him as she cried tears of relief. "The twins said... I thought you were dead," she 
gasped. "But I couldn't believe it was true." 

"Well, it isn't true yet, anyway," Drake chuckled. He extended a hand toward Will. "I've never seen 
you both look so good. This place you've been to — this ‘secret world’ — must have really agreed with 
you." As Elliott detached herself, Drake gave the boy a hug, then held him at arm's length to take in his 
outfit. Grinning, he shook his head. "I'm not convinced by that get-up — it's just not you, is it?" he 
glanced back at Elliott. "However, I really dig that flight jacket. I hope there's one in my size." He 
stopped grinning and turned to Will. "Tell me about the Doc? Is he—?" 

"He didn't make it," Will said abruptly. "One of the Rebeccas shot him. In the back." 

"Damn!" Drake said quietly, inclining his head fora moment. "I gathered something might have 
happened to him... from your message." He wiped the moisture from his face and looked up again. "I 
want you to tell me about it over a cup of tea. I hope you've got some in this place. I need something 
warm after that hike downriver." 


"We've got loads of fresh rat in the cold store, if you'd like some?" Elliott offered enthusiastically. 

Drake hesitated, meeting eyes with Will. 

"No, maybe better if I make you something,” Will put in quickly. He removed his pith helmet and 
lobbed it through the door of the store, then they all headed for the kitchen. 


xX x xX x xX 


Will and Elliott took Drake through the chain of events at the pyramid. 

"I hope I did the right thing?" Elliott asked, referring to the Dominion virus and the exchange she'd 
been forced to make with the Rebecca twins. 

Drake nodded. "We've got the vaccine, which means the virus is pretty much useless to them," he 
replied. "You did well, both of you." He took a deep breath. "Okay, it's my turn now," he announced, 
and proceeded to tell Elliott about her father. 

She was dumbstruck. "So what, he's trying to bring the regime down? A Styx against the Styx?" 

"Yes, he's playing his own game," Drake said. Then he went on to tell them about his foray into the 
Colony with Chester, and how they'd brought Mrs. Burrows out with them. 

Will choked on his tea. "But she's blind?" 

"I think she's something else altogether now," Drake replied. "I haven't explored what she's capable 
of, but it's as though she's been given an incredible gift. A new and powerful sense." 

As Will opened his mouth to ask more questions, Drake shook his head. "Look, rather than sit here 
jawing about it, why don't I get you home, then you can ask her yourself?" 

Will and Elliott rapidly agreed to this. 

"But after the operation on Highfield Common cratered, somehow I never found the time to come 
down here for a look around," Drake said. "So, before we leave, I want you to give me the full tour." 


x x % x x 


Once Will and Elliott had shown Drake the dormitory area and adjoining rooms, they took him to the 
armory. He was like a child in a sweet shop as he selected a few items to take back with him. 

"Radio Operator," Drake read on the door of the next cabin when they were out in the corridor again. 
"This has to be where all the comms are based, and the telephone link you called me on?" 

"Certainly is," Will answered, as he pushed the door open. 

Wandering in, Drake gave the room the once-over. 

He froze. 

"What's that?" he said suddenly. 

"What's what?" Surprised that Drake had drawn his handgun, Will stepped from behind him to see 
hat he was referring to. 

Drake's eyes were fixed on the bench. In front of the main radio was a model soldier, barely more 
than a centimeter tall. 

"Did you know that was there?" Drake demanded urgently. 

"No way," Will replied. "And I've no idea where it's come from." 

Drake moved closer to it. "What about you, Elliott?" he asked. "Know anything about this?" 

"Not me," she said. 

Will reached toward the soldier. 

"No! Don’t touch it!" Drake warned, as he ducked down to look under the bench. Once he was 
satisfied, he got back up and checked the area immediately around the figure. "No wires, no traps," he 
said under his breath, then very carefully picked the figure up. 

As Drake held it up to the light, Will could see that it wasn't a modern soldier, but one from an old 
campaign. Sporting some sort of Admiral's hat, and with a cavalry sword hanging from a belt around its 
waist, it appeared to be writing on a map, or perhaps a battle plan. 

But the oddest thing was that the figure's long jacket and trousers had been painted to resemble the 
camouflage of a Limiter's combats. And it was a perfect copy of this camouflage — the disruptive pattern 


consisting of rectangular patches of light and dark brown. 

Will frowned with incomprehension. It might have only been a model soldier, but it was certainly a 
menacing one. "It looks like a Limiter, but it's d—" he started to say. 

"It the Iron Duke. The Battle of Waterloo is his great passion," Drake cut him short. "This is the 
Duke of Wellington, but Eddie style." 

There was a sharp intake of breath from Elliott. "Isn't that what you called my father?" 

"I don't understand. Was Wellington a Styx then?" Will asked. 

Drake turned to him. "No, I don't think so — just a brilliant tactician, and Eddie admired him for it, 
and the way he trounced Napoleon. But tell me — I need to know when you were last in here." 

"More than two days ago... when I made the calls to you," the boy answered, trying to remember. 
"But no... hold on... I did come in once after that." 

"When, exactly? This is important," Drake snapped. 

"Probably ten or twelve hours ago. And I'm absolutely positive the soldier wasn't there then," Will 
replied. 

"So, while we slept, my father's been here... and he sneaked this in," Elliott reasoned, then frowned. 
"And Bartleby didn't hear him?" 

Drake passed her the model soldier. "He's a Limiter, isn't he?" he merely said in explanation. "Right, 
both of you grab yourselves a weapon..." he began, then caught himself. "Elliott, you need to tell me now 
that you're okay with this? I'm not the best friends with your old man, and if I come across him here, I 
will use ultimate force. I will shoot to kill." 

Elliott didn't hesitate in her response. "Sure, ultimate force. He means nothing to me," she 
confirmed. 

"Good," Drake said, with a brief smile, but his eyes were deadly serious. "Now we're going to comb 
every damned inch of this place." 


They first went to see if there was another vessel hidden on the quayside or in the harbor, as Eddie 
would have required one for the journey down the river. But other than the launch that Drake had just 
arrived in, they found nothing. Then they systematically checked and rechecked the fallout shelter, each 
of the outbuildings, and every nook and cranny in the harbor. Working as a team and armed to the teeth, 
it took them several hours to finish the job. And although they'd put Bartleby into play with his acute 
sense of smell, the Hunter seemed unable to find anything either. 

A they made their way back to the shelter, Drake was still looking around nervously. 

"Just because we can't find him, doesn't mean he's not here," he said. "I suggest we pack up and split 
from this place." 

"You bet," Will and Elliott chorused. 
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In one of the upper levels of the Styx Citadel, the corridor outside the old Styx's rooms was filled with 
a long queue of those he'd summoned to report to him. This was the most important floor of the whole 
building, from where all the Styx's major operations were orchestrated. Despite this, it was virtually 
indistinguishable from the rest of the Citadel; with its unadorned white walls and stone floors, dingily lit 
with only the odd luminescent orb, it had a somewhat monastic feel. 

And as the Styx waited in line in the corridor, they could hear furious shouting from behind their 
master's door. Finally a young officer from the Division emerged. Blood had spilt down the pale skin of 
his face from a cut on his temple, but he kept his eyes resolutely before him as he marched along the 
corridor. 

The old Styx was still in full flow, even though now alone. "I will not tolerate failure on this scale," 
he raged, as he heard a high-pitched sound and then a clunk from the burnished brass pipes on the wall 
behind him. He leapt from his chair and went to one of the pipes, opening a hatch in it to extract a bullet- 
shaped cylinder. He unscrewed the top, and took out a roll of yellowing paper, which he quickly 
unfurled. 

It was from the Scientists, and what was written on it only incensed him further. "NO!" He slung the 
message carrier across the room, only this time there was no one there to be struck by it. "NO!" he yelled 
again, sweeping everything from his desk onto the floor. "NO! NO! NO!" 

His young assistant appeared in the doorway, clearing his throat to announce his presence. 

The old Styx had his back to him as he shouted, "We lost half our lab facilities in a single hit... and 
now my worst fears have been confirmed. That bloody man Drake also fumigated and wiped out the 
source of any new virus in the Eternal City. Why can't we find and kill him? Why is there never any 
good news?" 

"I think we might be able to help with that," Rebecca Two said, as she and her sister stepped into the 
room. 

The old Styx wheeled around. He didn't smile and there was nothing approaching relief on his face as 
he saw that his two granddaughters were still alive, but his eyes glistened with anticipation. 

"Do you want our good news first, or our even better news? Rebecca One asked, s she sat in the chair 
on the other side of the desk. "Let's start with the good news," she said matter-of-factly, as she took out 
the vial of Dominion virus and placed it on the now empty desktop before him. 

The old Styx nodded. "And even better news?" he inquired. 

"We have a brand new army at our disposal. They're called New Germanians, they've had several 
Dark Light sessions, and they're ready for deployment," Rebecca Two answered. "Here's one I prepared 
earlier." She clicked her fingers. Captain Franz entered the room and stood smartly to attention. "There 
are oodles more like him — thousands, in fact. And we also have control of their air force and naval fleet, 
and all the hardware you could want to mount a full-scale land war. Some of it's rather time-expired, but 
it's reliable enough." 

Rebecca One spoke up. "We just have to work out how to get it all up here. It's in the center of the 
planet, where there's another world," she explained. 

The old Styx nodded, as if nothing he was hearing, even the existence of an inner world — came as a 
revelation to him. 

He took a breath. "First things first," he said. "I see the virus on my desk, but I don’t see a second 
vial. Where's the vaccine?" 

Rebecca One grimaced as she held up her thumb and index finger, keeping them apart by a whisker. 
"There's a teensy weensy bit of bad news, but we didn't want to fall into that “good news, bad news’ 
routine." 

"No," Rebecca Two said, as she took a couple of steps across the room, then spun daintily to face the 
old Styx. "The vaccine vial was supposedly broken and its contents lost. But when we thought it through 
afterwards, we realized that Will or Elliott or both of them might have glugged it down — most likely 
Elliott, as she was unaccounted for when we first arrived at the scene." 


"We're not entirely sure about this, though," Rebecca One added. "But if the half-breed or that idiot 
do have it and they somehow manage to get it into the right hands, say to Drake, th—" 

"We know precisely where Drake will try to take it, so we should do some forward planning," the old 
Styx interrupted, waving his young assistant over to him. 

"Oh, and we offed Dr. Burrows, so there's one less fly in the ointment," Rebecca Two said, as an 
afterthought. 

"Fine," the old Styx replied distantly, as he wrote on a piece of paper and passed it to his assistant, 
who scuttled out of the room. "Now go back to the very beginning. I want chapter and verse on this new 
army of ours." 


The journey up the subterranean river went without event. For much of the way Will manned the 
outboard, while Elliott acted as pilot at the bow of the launch, so allowing Drake to get some rest. Each 
time they pulled into the fueling stations along the route, they made sure they had some warm food before 
grabbing an hour or two of sleep. 

After a day and a half, they arrived at their final destination, the long quayside, and made their way to 
the disused airfield above. 

At three o'clock in the afternoon they climbed from the shaft and, under a leaden sky, Elliott took her 
very first steps on the outer crust of the planet. After her time in the unspoilt jungle of the inner world, 
she appeared unimpressed as she shielded her eyes to look at the derelict buildings. Then she raised her 
head to squint at the dull circle of the sun. "So this is your home?" she asked. 

"Yeah," Will answered, "this is it, all right." 


x x x x x 


Drake drove them to the travelers’ site, drawing up by one of the mobile homes. They all got out, 
except for Bartleby, who remained locked in the vehicle, his nose pressed up against the window. As he 
ogled the many dogs roaming loose in the field, strings of drool began to extend from his mouth and he 
made vibrato whining noises. 

Will and Elliott stood there, not knowing what they were meant to do next. Drake went to the door of 
the mobile home, then noticed Will wasn't following him. 

"Your mother's in here," he said, and knocked twice on the door. 

Will didn't respond as Elliott, looking very unsure of herself, took a step closer to him. 

"Is this like the place where you used to live?" she asked Will. She'd seen the towns and villages 
they'd driven through on the way there, and now frowned as she peered around the site. A fire — a real 
bonfire this time — had been lit beside the husk of the burnt-out car, and a group of people were sitting 
around it. From the group, Will could hear strains of a song — a woman was singing what sounded like 
a ballad as someone strummed a guitar in accompaniment. 

"No, nothing like this," he answered. "I lived ina city. This is very different. Too much mud," he 
added, then tried to laugh. 

Nodding once, Elliott took another step toward him. 

Will bit his lip. He didn't know if he was reading the situation correctly, but he sensed that she 
wanted to say more, or perhaps she wanted him to say more. And he did want to say something. As this 
small chapter in their lives — during which they'd only had each other for company — came to a close, it 
felt to Will as though it needed to be acknowledged in some way. 

But Will was at a loss as to what he should say and, even if he had known, how to say it. It was as if 
he wasn't equipped to handle the situation. And the timing was somehow all wrong, particularly with 
Drake present. 

The moment, if it was a moment, was lost as a woman's voice came from inside the mobile home. 
Drake was about to open the door when Elliott jerked her head as she spotted something. "Chester!" she 
exclaimed, the excitement evident in her voice. "Isn't that him over there? By the fire?" 


"Yes, he's with his dad, Jeff," Drake told her. 

Elliott glanced at Will. "TIl... um... see you later," she mumbled, striding off. 

"Yes, see you later," Will replied quietly. 

"In here, Will," Drake said, as he opened the door and ushered the boy in, but didn't enter himself. As 
the door closed behind Will, he found it difficult to see much in the gloom because all the curtains were 
drawn. 

"Will," a voice said. "I knew it was you." 

"Mum!" Will cried, rushing over to where Mrs. Burrows was sitting on a padded window seat. 

Mrs. Burrows hugged her son, tears falling from her sightless eyes. "You made it," she said. 

"We both made it," Will choked, then pulled back as he tried to see his mother's face in the near 
darkness. "Drake told me what they did to you." 

As she held Will's hands in her own, she squeezed them. "It was a small price to pay. Roger paid a 
bigger one.” 

"Oh, Mum, it was awful... he..." Will was saying, then stopped himself. "But how do you know what 
happened? How do you know he didn't come with us, and he's not waiting outside?" 

"Because I know who's outside," she answered. 

"Really? But how?" Will asked. 

She sighed. "And I could sense the sadness in you as soon as you stepped from the minibus." 

At that moment, Drake returned, dragging Bartleby by the lead. The Hunter's claws were out and his 
eyes were wild. As soon as Drake took the lead off him, he tore back to the door, head-butting it as he 
tried to get through it. "He's going crazy for the dogs. Probably best if I stick him in the bedroom with 
Colly," Drake said. 

"No, why don't you let her in here instead," Mrs. Burrows suggested. "Colly's been cooped up for too 
long, and she's got to meet Bartleby, sooner or later." 

By now, Bartleby had picked up the scent of the other Hunter. Straight away he began to scamper 
around in circles as he snuffled the worn carpet inside the mobile home. 

As Drake opened the bedroom door, Colly came bucketing out. The two Hunters faced each other, 
taking inquisitive sniffs, but not coming too close. Then they lurched at each other and touched noses, as 
Bartleby pawed the carpet. With a rumbling growl, he bared his fangs. Without any warning, Colly gave 
Bartleby a good, strong nip on the side of the head. He let out an indignant yelp. 

But, far from retaliating, Bartleby licked the other cat's ear affectionately. 

Mrs. Burrows chuckled. "Just showing him who's boss." 

"Know how he feels," Will muttered. 

"I'll make myself scarce so you two can catch up," Drake said, leaving Will and his mother together in 
the mobile home. 


Will eventually emerged into the field. He headed for the fire, where a man was now singing. 
Chester and his father were sitting on a hay bale, listening to the song, but there was no sign of either 
Drake or Elliott. Will assumed that he'd taken her off to draw samples of her blood. He'd spoken about 
getting them to a number of London-based hospitals, so at least they'd have the vaccine ready for 
production if the Styx decided to release the Dominion virus. 

Creeping up behind his friend, Will put his hands around his neck. "Boo!" he said. 

"No!" Chester yelled, leaping up from the bale he was lounging on. 

He looked terrified until he saw who it was. "You!" he laughed, pushing Will back, but not 
aggressively. "You want to be careful. "We're all a bit jumpy round here," he added in a low voice. 

"All right?" one of the larger kids shouted across to Chester, concern on his face. 

Will realized then that the singer had fallen silent, and quite a few of the travelers and their children 
had risen to their feet. They were giving him less than friendly looks. 

"Yes, it's okay, really. I know this muppet," Chester replied. He turned to Will. "And this is my 
dad," he added, indicating his father beside him. 


It seemed to be incredibly formal and out of place, but Will and Mr. Rawls shook hands and said hello 
to each other. 

Chester leant toward Will. "This really is the coolest place. Haven't felt so safe in months." 

As the singer resumed, Will scanned the people around the fire. It was a collection of such incredible 
characters that he suddenly thought of Uncle Tam's gang, whom he'd met outside the tavern in the 
Colony. Will wasn't sure what had invoked this memory, but decided it was probably because there was a 
man in the assembled circle who was the spitting image of Imago Freebone. 

Shaking his head, Will smiled at his friend. "Look at us, round a gypsy camp fire. If only our 
teachers from school could see us now," he said. 

"If only," Chester replied. 

Then they were both laughing, delighted to be reunited again. 


x x x x x 


When it was time for them to leave the traveler's site, Drake slid open the side door of the minibus. 
Now that they were more interested in each other than the dogs running around the field, Drake was able 
to get the Hunters inside without any difficulty. He made sure they went to the very back of the vehicle, 
where Colly jumped up onto the seat. This didn't leave any room for Bartleby, who was relegated to the 
floor where Drake had laid an old blanket. But they both seemed to be more than happy, stretching out 
and making themselves comfortable. 

"Celia," Drake said to Mrs. Burrows, "Why don't you and Jeff take the next row?" He went to guide 
Mrs. Burrows by the arm, but she drew back from him. 

"I really don't need any help," she told him, firmly but gently. "And why don't you let the others go 
first?" 

"Sure, Elliott, you next, then," Drake suggested. 

Will had been waiting patiently at the back of the line with Chester, but to his surprise his friend 
suddenly forged ahead and followed Elliott in so he could sit with her. And when Chester was inside, he 
took off his Bergen and placed it beside him, so there was no room for anyone else on the seat 

As Mrs. Burrows and Mr. Rawls boarded and settled themselves in the next row, Drake briefly met 
eyes with Will. "Looks like it's you and me in the front seat, old chap," he said. 

As Drake started up the minibus and they headed toward London, the two Hunters were soon fast 
asleep, in total contrast to Elliott and Chester who were talking nonstop as they directed the odd comment 
at him, he began to feel thoroughly left out. 

Mr. Rawls and Mrs. Burrows didn't speak at all, but as if sensing Will's mood, his mother leant 
forward and squeezed his arm to comfort him. "We're safe now, Will," she said. "That's the main thing." 

Drake wound his window down a little and turned on the rather basic radio. "Getting drowsy. Need 
to wake myself up," he confided to Will. 

Will was happily listening to the songs, but stiffened as a new one came on. "You are my sunshine, 
my only sunshine," the singer crooned. 

"Do you mind if I change the station?" Will asked Drake, grimacing. 


*% x % xX x 


At the start of the motorway Drake pulled into the services, and twisted around in his seat to address 
them. 

"Right, that's enough chitchat. I want you all to get some shut eye, and I'm afraid I need you to put 
these on." He reached into the foot well in front of Will and pulled out a bag, from which he produced 
some hoods. 

"So we can't see where you're taking us?" Will asked, as he examined the hood that Drake had handed 
to him. "Why's that necessary?" 

"Obviously the Hunters will make it tricky to maintain a low profile anywhere in London," Drake 
explained. "I can't expect them to stay inside all the time. Besides that, there are just too many of us to 


camp out in one of my safe houses. So I've arranged to go to someone who can put us all up, but it has to 
be on the basis that I don't expose them to any danger." 

"So if we don't know where we are, we can't lead the Styx back to them if we're Darklit," Will 
reasoned. 

"Need to know basis," Chester piped up. 

Drake nodded. 

"We're going on a magical mystery tour," Mrs. Burrows said mischievously, as she began to pull her 
hood over her head. 

Drake chuckled. "Er... Celia... wait a minute — that's not going to work with you, is it?" 

"Not... really,” she admitted. "I might pick up a few clues along the way." 

"Thought as much," Drake said, extracting a small tub of Vicks from his coat pocket. "So instead, I 
want you to rub some of this decongestant under your nose. I have no idea how strong this new sense of 
yours is, but I hope it'll do the trick?" 

"You think of everything," she said. 
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Drake drove for many hours, finally leaving the main thoroughfare for a succession of single-track 
roads. The junctions he came to lacked signposts, but he was so familiar with the route that he had no 
need for them. He finally stopped before a pair of metal gates hung between substantial stone columns. 
Perched on top of these columns were weatherworn griffins, their expressions fierce, as if daring anyone 
to enter. 

"Gog and Magog," Drake said to them, as though he was greeting long lost friends, then cast an eye 
over his bus full of hooded passengers, who had slept for most of the way. As the gates swung slowly 
open, he edged through them and continued on the other side. The rolling pastures of rough grassland to 
his left and right were dotted here and there with twisted oaks or wind-whipped beeches. 

When the gates were out of sight, he spoke loudly. "Rise and shine, everybody! Hoods off! We're 
here!" 

They began to stir and wake from their slumber, removing their hoods as Mrs. Burrows wiped the 
decongestant from her top lip. "It'll be a while before I get over that smell," she grumbled. 

Will's vision took a moment to adjust to the light and allow him to see their surroundings clearly. 
"We're in the countryside!" he said. 

As if to order, the sun crept from behind the clouds, bathing the landscape in its gentle glow and 
conferring upon the pasture a rich, golden bloom. Accelerating down a steep incline in the track, Drake 
took the minibus over a cattle grid. Then a small hump-backed bridge came into view, but Drake made 
no attempt to moderate his speed as he raced across it. The minibus felt as thought it was going to take 
off — and it did, landing with a bone-jarring thump. 

"There goes my stomach!" Chester laughed, as he and his fellow passengers held on to stop 
themselves from being thrown about. 

"Hey! A lake!" Will exclaimed, as his eyes fell on the expanse of water to the left of the track, its 
banks thick with bulrushes. On a small island in the middle of the lake, nestling between a spinney of 
sycamores, was a replica pagoda. The combination of this and the faux curved-back bridge that extended 
a short distance from the island, gave the impression that someone had attempted to recreate the design 
found on a Wedgwood Willow plate. 

Then the minibus began to climb to the top of a hill and, as they reached the brow, a magnificent 
house of pale stone loomed before them. 

"We're staying here?" Mr. Rawls asked, putting into words what they were all thinking. "Looks like a 
stately home." 

"It is," Drake said, heaving down on the steering wheel as the minibus careered around the stone 
fountain in the center of the circular drive. Then he slammed on the brakes and the minibus skewed to a 
halt in the gravel. 

In rapt silence, everyone clambered out, grateful to stretch their legs after so long on the road. The 
two Hunters, when Drake had finally managed to rouse them, couldn't get out of the vehicle quickly 
enough. They almost knocked him over as they bolted through the door and made straight for the grassy 
slopes, haring down toward the lake at full pelt, like two frolicking foals. 

"This way," Drake announced, with a wave of his hand at the house. He climbed the steps up to the 
main doors two at a time, and didn't stop to ring the bell, throwing them open as if he owned the place. 

"Hello! We're here!" he called as he entered, his voice echoing through the interior. 

Not knowing what to expect, Will and the others had followed him in. They now stepped hesitantly 
across the black-and-white marble floor, with a coat of arms set into the center. 

None of them spoke as they took in the dark wood paneling and the huge staircase that swept up to the 
first floor. Above them, the most elaborate chandelier hung from the ceiling, which itself was latticed 
with ornate plasterwork, and on the walls were a multitude of paintings. 

"Those are amazing," Will murmured. Before him was a large marble fireplace, flanked by a pair of 
identical suits of armor which were holding ornate-looking maces across their breastplates. Chester 
joined his friend in admiring them. 


"Really cool, just like Marlinspike Hall!" he agreed. "But who lives here? Some lord?" 

Drake shook his head. "No," he exhaled, as if what Chester had suggested couldn't be further from 
the truth. He went to a closed door at the side of the hallway. "These are the rules of the house. The 
study is on the other side of this," he said, slapping the door with his palm so hard that it shook on its 
hinges. "On no account are you to go in here, because you might see something that allows you to 
identify this location. Is that understood?" 

He looked around the group, fixing each of them with a stare until they nodded their agreement. 

"Everywhere else in the house is fine — go where you want — but don’t stray off the estate or—" 

"Estate?" Will interrupted. "Just how big is this place?" 

"Big enough," Drake answered cryptically. "In fact, it's probably better if none of you wanders out of 
sight of the house. There may be people staying in the workers' cottages, which are a mile away in that 
direction." Drake stuck a thumb toward the back of the hall. "If they are around at the moment, they'll 
keep themselves to themselves, anyway. They're not the sort of people who allow anyone to see them." 

"Sounds mysterious," Mr. Rawls piped up. 

As he shook his head, Drake's expression was deadly serious. "You really don't want to mess with 
them," he said. The he lightened up. "However, you are likely to bump into Old Wilkie, the gardener, 
who lives in the groundsman's lodge. He's worked for the family for years, but if you get into a 
conversation with him, you're only to say you're staying here as guests of the owner. Nothing more, no 
names and nothing personal. Another thing — you are not to even touch the house phone. And you are 
not to use mobile phones or electronic equipment of any description, not for anything. I won't have us 
traced here." He took a few steps to the back of the hallway, where he peered down a corridor. "Where's 
he got to?" he asked, then yelled loudly again. 'Hello, we're here!" 

"No need to shout," a tetchy voice responded, and a man emerged from another corridor. "I'm not 
deaf yet, and I knew perfectly well that you were here. I opened the main gate for you, didn't I?" 

The man wore a tweed jacket over a light brown waistcoat, and his trousers had leather patches on 
both knees. Will couldn't work out if he was in his sixties or seventies, but he was light on his feet despite 
the fact he was carrying a walking cane. His face was craggy and he had a full, gray-tinged beard, and his 
hair was surprisingly long, although he was balding on top. His eyes were lively, and twinkled as he 
approached Drake. He stopped in front of him, looking him over. Releasing his breath through his lips, 
as if he was slightly exasperated, he then began to scrutinize the rest of them. There was something in the 
way he sized them up that spoke of hard-won experience, as if nothing in the world could surprise him. 
He lingered on Mrs. Burrows, the only one in the group who didn't meet his gaze. 

Noticing that Will kept glancing at the full-length portrait of a man in military uniform above the 
fireplace, he went over to join the boy. "That was my father. Fine-looking figure of a man, wasn't he?" 
he said. 

Will nodded, now looking at the tartan kilt and the beige beret the figure was wearing, and also the 
fact that — quite out of the norm for this type of portrait — the background wasn't a darkened room or the 
rolling English countryside, but a few palms. "Is that a Land Rover?" Will asked, indicating the vehicle 
parked by the oasis. 

"Yes — they were called Pink Panthers — long before the cartoon character existed. They were 
kitted out of long-range reconnaissance work in the desert. My father helped with the spec of the 
vehicles. He was one of David Stirling's first recruits from his old crew at No. 8 Commando, when he 
first formed The Regiment in 1941. 

Will frowned. "The Regiment?" 

The man nodded. "Yes, and I bet I don't have to tell you what that winged dagger on my old man's 
beret means, do I, lad? He pointed at the portrait with his cane. 

"Er, the SAS?" Will answered. 

"Yes, that's it — the Special Air Service. It was my regiment too. It's called The Regiment, because 
it's the best damned regiment in the world, even in these namby-pamby times." 

The old man wasn't looking at the portrait any longer, but staring absently at the clean-swept grate in 
the fireplace. "Stirling used to bring the men up here to train in secrecy before they were dropped behind 
enemy lines, on sabotage missions." He chuckled. "To make the exercises more realistic, all the 


employees on the estate at the time had to play the part of Jerry soldiers. You'll find that Old Wilkie, the 
only member of staff I have left these days, is still remarkably proficient in German." The man cleared 
his throat with a grunt, realizing he was talking too much, then swiped his cane carelessly through the air. 
"But I expect you all need something to eat and drink after your journey. If you'll go through to the 
dining room, I'll bring you some tea and sandwiches,” he said. 

"Still doing all your own cooking and washing?" Drake asked, grinning. "Why you don't get yourself 
a housekeeper, I don't kn—" 

"Rubbish!" the man barked. "Waste of bloody money. When the day comes that I need some old 
harpy round the place, poisoning me with her fodder, I hope I'll be toes up and long in the ground." He 
turned away from Drake and addressed Will and the rest of the group. "By the way, you can call me 
Parry, because that's my real name, unlike some around here." He twisted back to Drake, hiking an 
eyebrow as if something absurd had just occurred to him. "And what in Heaven's name possessed you to 
call yourself after a flipping duck?" 

Before anyone knew it, he'd hunched like a boxer and swung at Drake, catching him in the stomach 
with a full-bodied punch. Will, Chester and Elliott moved toward Drake, in case they needed to come to 
his assistance, but went no further as the old man backed off. 

Drake was almost bent double as he tried to get his breath. But, to everyone's surprise, when he 
straightened up again, he was both laughing and gasping. 

"You hit like a girl, you geriatric bruiser!" he wheezed. 

"Hey! Watch what you're saying!" Elliott exclaimed. "Or I'll show you how hard this girl can hit!" 

"Oh, please," Drake said, holding out his hand as if to fend her off , still laughing. "I can't take the 
two of you on at once." He turned to Parry. "What was that for, anyway?" 

"That," the man boomed, "was for not sending me a single ruddy birthday card in five years, and then 
ringing me completely out of the blue yesterday to ask for help, you ungrateful little bastard. You know, 
when I didn't hear from you, I got some of my old crew to ask around and find out what you were up to." 
Parry studied the hand he'd used to strike Drake, flexing his fingers. "They told me they couldn't find any 
trace of you, and that you'd probably been killed," he said. 

Drake got his breath back, and still didn't seem to be taking it badly that he'd been punched. Far from 
it — he appeared to Will to be happier than he'd ever seen him before. 

Drake shook his head. "Sorry — what with one thing and another, I've been a bit busy," he said. "TIH 
make it up to you, Dad." 
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"Sunday lunch!" Chester exclaimed, looking over the table at his father. "Never thought we'd be 
sitting down to Sunday lunch again." 

"I don't know what to expect anymore," Mr. Rawls replied rather disconsolately. 

There was a second's silence until Drake intervened. "Yes — on that note, I want you all to raise you 
glasses with me." He stood up, taking his wine glass from the table, as everyone else followed his 
example. "We drink a toast to all those who aren't here with us today... the Doc, Mrs. Rawls, Sarah 
Jerome, Tam Macaulay, Cal, Leatherman... to absent — and very brave — friends." 

Everyone drank with him, then took their seats again. 

"And Chester, I have something for you," Drake said. He reached beside his chair to pick up a 
package, which he passed over the table to the boy. 

"What is it?" Chester asked, as he tore it open. "A skateboard! Drake — you remembered I never got 
one for Christmas! That's awesome!" 

Drake smiled. "You can try it out on the tennis courts. The surface isn't great, as nobody's used them 
in years, but it should be good enough for skateboarding. Look in the bottom of the bag — there are some 
pads. I don't want you injuring yourself." As Will and Elliott admired the gaudily colored skateboard, 
Drake glanced at his wristwatch. "Where he's got to with the food? Stubborn old mule refused to let me 
help." 


In the kitchen, Parry propped his walking cane by the side of the range as he put on a pair of gloves 
and opened the oven door. "Two joints of roast beef were sizzling on a tray, which he took out and 
inspected. "Perfect," he said. 

All of a sudden, Bartleby and Colly appeared either side of him. They each lunged at the joints, 
seizing them in their jaws and then racing off through the open back door and over the fields with their 
prizes. 

"Bloody scavengers!" Parry shouted, brandishing his walking cane at the retreating hindquarters of the 
two Hunters. "Next time I'll use my shotgun on you!" 


x x x xX x 


The assembled group at the dining room table hadn't heard anything, as the kitchen was several 
corridors away. 

"I'm going to see what he's doing," Drake decided. "He's probably burnt the food or something." 

"I wouldn't bother," Mrs. Burrows had just said, as Parry swung into sight in the doorway, his 
expression furious. "Our main course is currently heading away across the field behind the house, and at 
some speed, too," she added, before Parry had had a chance to speak. 

"How do you do that?" Parry asked. "How could you possibly know?" 

Mrs. Burrows tapped the side of her nose with her index finger. "ESP," she said, as if imparting some 
great secret to him. 

"ESP?" Parry repeated, then sank into his chair at the head of the table and downed his glass of wine 
in one. 

"Extra Smelling Power," Mrs. Burrows laughed, as she rose to her feet. "Come along, Drake and Jeff 
— you can give me a hand to fix something else for lunch." 

"Um... can I say something?" Chester began, and Mrs. Burrows took her seat again. 

Drake nodded at Chester to continue. 

"Well, it's what Mrs. Burrows just said about her super-power — it gave me an idea. We're all here 
because of the Styx — and we've achieved some incredible things, haven't we?" He looked at Drake. 
"We've wiped out the source of these viruses and destroyed their labs." Then he looked at Will and 


Elliott. "And we've also got hold of the vaccine for the Dominion virus. So we're good at what we do... 
we're a special team who, together, can take on the Styx, aren't we? Like those super-hero crime-fighting 
teams you see in comics and films. And if we're so good, shouldn't we have a name? A bit like the X- 
Men or the Fantastic Four?" 

"Nice speech, Chester," Drake congratulated him. 

"What were you thinking of?" Mrs. Burrows asked. "Something along the lines of the Rebel Alliance, 
but snappier?" 

"Teenage Mutant Ninja Topsoilers? Will put in. 

Mr. Rawls quickly counted how many of them there were around the table. "Or Drake's Seven?" he 
chuckled. 

At this Drake rolled his eyes. "Tell you what — you lot come up with a name while I raid the 
kitchen," he said. 


Mrs. Rawls sat down to watch the evening news. She'd just finished a long telephone conversation 
with her sister. It was one of those concerned-relative calls, where the other person has absolutely 
nothing to say but takes a long time to say it. Worse still, her sister was threatening to pay her a visit, to 
‘look after’ her. 

Her sister didn't like it that Mrs. Rawls was all by herself in the house, and had been for some time 
since her husband, Jeff, had decided to take himself on an extended trip abroad. 

Mrs. Rawls didn't relish lying to her own family, or anyone else for that matter, but it had to be said 
that when she explained her husband's absence by telling people this, none of them seemed terribly 
surprised. They all knew how much stress she and Mr. Rawls had been under since Chester had gone 
missing, and these well-wishers invariably muttered the usual "He probably just needs time to himself," 
and "He'll be back soon, you'll see," words of comfort. 

Of course, Mrs. Rawls knew differently. Or, to be accurate, she didn't know where he, or her son, 
currently were, but she was pretty sure neither of them had gone abroad. 

She leant back in her chair, trying her best to concentrate on the television, but her mind insisted on 
wandering. 

She'd told Drake she couldn't just stand by as her son, and then latterly her husband, did their bit in the 
fight against the Styx. On the mobile phone Drake had given her, which her husband didn't know she 
had, she'd talked long about her commitment, and how she was slowly going mad in the hotel, until Drake 
capitulated and came up with something she could do. 

And the plan had been that she would act as if she was still under the grip of the Dark Light 
programming, and simply return to her home in Highfield. From there, she'd report any contact with the 
Styx or their agents to Drake using a dead letterbox procedure. This would entail leaving notes for him in 
the local newsagent's when she popped down there every morning to pick up the daily paper. 

Of course, the plan wasn't infallible. 

The Styx could simply ‘disappear’ her, as Drake put it. Or they might decide to give her a Dark Light 
booster, so she was really back under its control again. 

But, on the other hand, if the Styx thought she was still fully programmed and could be useful to 
them, either as a link to Chester and hence to Drake, or if they chose to deploy her in some role, it was 
invaluable intel. And that, as Drake had explained to her, was hard to come by where the Styx were 
concerned. 

As the news finished and the weather report began on the television, Mrs. Rawls heard a noise behind 
her. The sound of someone moving across the carpet. 

Her heart skipped a beat. 

Is this it? she thought to herself. From where she was sitting, with her back to the door, she had no 
way of seeing who was there. Despite the urge to turn around, she didn't move a muscle. She tried to 
remain calm — she had to behave as if she was still Darklit. 

A voice spoke in her ear — a low, breathy voice. It had an accent — maybe a touch of Cockney 


about it. 

"We've got something we want you to d—" it rumbled. 

The sentence was never completed as she heard a dull thud. 

She wheeled around in time to see a hefty man crash to the floor, his dark glasses spinning off his face 
as he landed. He was wearing a coat with a waxy finish and he had a flat cap on his head. He'd been 
carrying a box, which now lay beside him. 

And standing over him was another man of much slighter build — someone who looked like the Styx 
Drake had described. But this man was wearing a sports jacket and a pair of flannel trousers, and 
although his face was cadaverously thin and his eyes intense, the overall impression was that he wasn't 
some killer from the underground city she'd been told about. 

"Mrs. Rawls — Emily," he said, offering her his hand, which was a little curious considering he'd just 
poleaxed a man in her sitting room. 

"Yes," she replied, shaking it. 

He came around and sat on the arm of the sofa by her. 

"Drake sent me. I don't know if you remember me, but I accompanied him here before." 

She frowned. 

"It was when you and Mr. Rawls were unable to recognize Chester, because you'd been Darklit. By 
the way, have you overcome the programming completely?" 

He didn't wait for a response from her, uttering some words in a strange, rasping language that Mrs. 
Rawls couldn't begin to understand. She gave him a small shrug. 

"Seems as though you have," the man concluded. He got to his feet. "You need to come with me 
now. Drake's plan hasn't worked out." He glanced down at the felled figure on the carpet. "That's a 
Colonist, and he was sent to activate you." 

Mrs. Rawls also rose to her feet, looking at the unconscious man. "Activate me? What for? And 
what's in that box?" she asked, pointing at the gray box, which was around twenty centimeters square. 

"I don't know what they were going to make you do, but the box probably has something harmful in 
it. Probably not a bio weapon, but it could be a bomb," he said, picking it up and putting it under his arm. 
"Either way, it's too dangerous for you to stay her any longer. You're to leave with me, Mrs. Rawls." 

"Yes, er, Mr...." she said, frowning as she wondered how to address this man who had come into her 
house and saved her. 

"How very rude of me. My name is Edward Green," the man told her. "but, please, call me Eddie. 
Everyone else does." 
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Will, Chester and Elliott were down by the edge of the lake when Will heard his name being called. 

"I think Drake wants you," Elliott said, spotting how he was beckoning Will over. 

Will climbed the slope up to the house, joining Drake by the table and chairs on the terrace. 

"Have you just got back?" Will said. Drake had been going off for two or three days at a time, but 
would never tell anyone what he'd been doing. 

Drake nodded. 

Will saw he still had his holdall slung over his shoulder. For some reason Will assumed Drake had 
brought him a present, just as he'd done when he'd given Chester the skateboard. 

"Is that something for me?" Will asked expectantly, pointing at the holdall. 

But Drake didn't answer, and as Will saw the man was being uncharacteristically hesitant, he realized 
that this wasn't the case, and became quite alarmed. "What's wrong?" he said, but again Drake didn't 
answer, taking the holdall from his shoulder and placing it on the table. He unzipped the top and opened 
it up to delve inside. 

"I don't know quite how to tell you this, Will," Drake said, as he took out a white carrier bag, but kept 
it in his hand. "Let's sit down, shall we?" 

Will pulled one of the chairs from under the table and sat in it, waiting for Drake to continue. 

"You know you asked me to deliver your father's journal to the British Museum. You wanted me to 
get it into the hands of someone qualified to understand it, someone who could present your father's 
incredible discoveries to the world." 

"Yes," Will murmured, no liking the sound of this at all. 

"I don't have to tell you, the big problem is that there's no physical proof to go alongside the journal. I 
mean, it wasn't as if you could have brought any artifacts or specimens back with you, to support all the 
claims your father made in it." 

By this stage, Will felt fit to burst. He had to know what had happened. "Drake, just tell me — I 
don't care if it's bad news. I'm ready for it." He glanced at the white carrier bag. "What's in there?" 

Drake held his hand up. "Please, let me finish." 

"Okay," Will grimaced. 

"Apparently your father's journal was examined by several specialists in the various departments of 
antiquities at the museum, then somehow it found its way to a Professor White at London University." 

"Professor White," Will mumbled several times, then suddenly leapt to his feet. "I know that name," 
he exclaimed. "No! He's the creep who took all the credit for the Roman villa Dad found in Highfield. 
He nicked it from my dad. No, not him!" 

"Sit down, Will," Drake said firmly. "I haven't finished yet." 

Will's face flushed red and he was breathless with indignation. Nevertheless he took his seat again as 
Drake resumed. "Turns out Professor White rather liked what he read, and turned it over to two of his 
students. And they wrote a book." 

"What sort of book?" Will demanded. 

Drake opened the carrier bag and glanced inside. "It's the first novel this pair have had published. 
You know better than anyone that what survived of the Doc's first journal is probably still in Martha's 
shack, where you left it. And at the beginning of his second journal — the one you brought back with you 
— the Doc tried to recreate a day-by-day record of the events building up to the discovery of the Colony, 
and everything that came afterward." Drake took a breath. "Anyway, these two students were so inspired 
by what they read, they came up with a whole story based on it." 

"They did what?" Will said, although he could barely speak, he was so tense. "So it's an academic 
book, then?" 

"Um... not quite," Drake replied, as he took the book from the bag and passed it to Will, who grabbed 
it and studied the cover. 

"The Highfield Mole," Will read. "The Highfield Mole?" he repeated several times. He flipped the 
book over to look at what was written on the back. 


"You see — it's a children's book," Drake told him. "They turned your father's journal into an 
adventure story, for younger readers." 

Even though they were still by the lake, Chester and Elliott heard Will's scream from the top of the 
slope. 

"NOOOOOOOOOO!" 


Epilogue 


Parry's voice echoed through the house as he summoned everyone. It sounded urgent. 

"What's all the panic?" Will said, as Chester met him in the corridor outside their bedrooms. 

"Don't know," Chester shrugged, as he spotted that his friend had his new book with him. "You're 
actually reading it — can I borrow it after you? Is it any good?" he asked. 

Will pulled a face in response. "It's like some weird dream. You're welcome to it when I've finished," 
he said. 

As the boys reached the top of the main stairs, Elliott flew out of her bedroom. She was wearing a 
bathrobe and a towel was wound around her head — after a life of only the most basic of facilities, she'd 
decided the bathroom was her favorite place. Much like any teenage girl, she would spend hours locked 
away in there, relaxing in the tub, or doing her hair in the mirror. 

Now, as they trooped into the drawing room, they saw that Drake and Parry were standing in front of 
the television, transfixed by what they were watching. Chester peered into the hallway to see if his father 
was coming, but there was no sign of him. At this point Mrs. Burrows tore in. 

"Why all the commotion?" she asked, as she stopped beside Will. 

"My father just had a tip-off from a contact in the security services. Something's going down in 
London,” Drake replied, turning up the volume with the remote. "Something big." 

"among these initiatives was the order for the immediate closure of the three infection response 
departments, and the transfer of their key staff to a single ‘super unit’ at University College Hospital," the 
new presenter was saying. "This order came straight from the top, from the Prime Minister himself, 
according to sources close to Number Ten." 

The Prime Minister was then shown at a packed press conference. "We're all aware, in these times of 
severe economic hardship, of the pressing need to trim public spending," he said. "As a result of our in- 
depth review of the health budget, we have identified a number of areas in our hospitals that will benefit 
from centralization and rationalization. These will produce substantial savings for the country, with no 
reduction in the very high standards of patient care and treatment we have set for ourselves." 

The news presenter's voice resumed over a clip of the Prime Minister, his face tired and drawn, as he 
slid into his chauffeur-driven car. "Today's announcement that such important facilities have been 
earmarked for closure came as a complete surprise, even to many junior level health ministers. A formal 
protest was lodged this morning by the British Medical Association at the lack of consultation on the 
Government's decision to shut, in particular, the infection response units..." There followed scenes of 
men carrying sealed containers from a hospital building and loading them into a lorry. "...and the speed at 
which the closures are already taking place." 

"I don't believe it. That's St. Edmund's," Drake realized. Then a further two hospitals were shown, 
their main entrances flashing up on the screen in quick succession. "Well, what do you know — there are 
St. Thomas' and the London. What a coincidence!" he added, then turned to Elliott and the boys. "Why, 
at a time when the outbreak of a serious epidemic is so widely feared, would the Government take it upon 
themselves to hamstring the country's ability to deal with one? Why would they do that?" 

"But what exactly does all this mean?" Chester asked. 

"It means the Styx," Will answered. 

"Has to be," Drake agreed. "It's too much of a coincidence that this has happened to precisely the 
three hospitals I provided with samples of Elliott's blood, for safekeeping in their vaccine banks. The 
Styx are making their move and snatching back the Dominion vaccine — you just see, no doubt those 
specimens will mysteriously disappear en route to the new ‘super unit’." 

"But we've still got our specimen here, haven't we?" Will said, patting Elliott's shoulder. 

"That makes you a very important person," Chester added, looking at Elliott in her bathrobe. 

"Thought I was, anyway," she complained. 

Drake wasn't listening to the three of them as he considered the implications. "Of course, by crippling 
our Topsoil facilities, the board will be cleared for the Styx. You can bet they've got more surprises up 
their sleeves — some more nasty diseases to spread — because that's exactly what they've been doing to 


us for centuries." 

"But if the Prime Minister really pushed this decision through, do you think he himself has been 
Darklit?" Mrs. Burrows posed. Her question was never answered as Parry waved his cane at the 
television. 

"Here we are," he announced, as the report on the hospitals was interrupted. And BREAKING 
NEWS appeared at the top of the screen. 

Will frowned. "You mean the thing about the hospitals wasn't why you called us in here?" he asked. 

Drake shook his head. "That was the first we'd heard of it." 

"Quiet everybody!" Parry barked. "Here it comes." 

Will and Chester gave each other baffled looks, then watched the television screen as the picture 
broke up for a second before a reporter appeared. It was evident that she wasn't in the studio, and that the 
incident was being covered by a hastily-arranged outside broadcast. 

The reporter was in a street lined with tall glass buildings, while behind her frightened-looking people 
were running in all directions. Most of them were office workers, but there was also a handful of armed 
policemen. The reporter seemed flustered and unprepared as she spoke. "I'm... I'm here in the City of 
London — at the heart of the financial district — and no more than half a kilometer away, at the Bank of 
England itself, it appears that a gun battle is under way." Somebody off-screen spoke to her. "And I've 
just been told we've obtained a film taken by a member of the public on their mobile phone." 

A jerky and rather poor quality clip began which showed a street blocked by police cars. With the 
sound of automatic gunfire, policemen hastily took shelter behind their vehicles. 

Then the camera zoomed beyond these vehicles, to the normally busy intersection right in the very 
center of the City, where the Bank of England was based in a building called the Royal Mint. All of a 
sudden, there was a massive explosion, and windows were blown out of the building, accompanied by the 
sound of more gunfire. The reporter began to speak over the remainder of the clip, which showed smoke 
billowing across the deserted street. "This film, taken less than twenty minutes ago, appears to show an 
attack on the Bank of England by a gang of armed gunmen." 

The reporter was back on the screen again. "We are also hearing that fighting has broken out in 
several other locations in the City, and that—" 

There was another explosion and the reporter ducked. Then the screen was filled with static until it 
went blank. A second later, the news presenter in the studio came on again. 

"We seem to have lost the link with our OB van. I hope Jenny is okay," he said, frowning. Clearing 
his throat, he pretended to glance at his papers as he collected himself, then looked up. "So for any 
viewers that have just joined us, we are receiving numerous reports of armed attacks on the Bank of 
England and in several nearby locations, and of at least two major explosions." He held his hand to his 
earpiece. "I've just been informed that a meeting of the Governor of the Bank of England and his senior 
advisory committee was sitting in the Bank at the time the attack began... and that numerous casualties are 
expected, which may include the Governor himself. Although I should point out that this is unconfirmed 
at the present time." 

Drake shook his head. "So this is the start of it all. The Styx are attempting to destabilize the country 
by attacking its major City institutions," he said quietly. "This could tip us into another doozy of a 
recession, like nothing we've ever seen before." 

The news presenter continued. "These are some enhanced CCTV stills just sent to us by the police. 
They show the occupants of two separate vehicles who entered the City just prior to the incidents. The 
police are asking for anyone with information about these men to come..." 

"Colonel Bismarck!" Elliott burst out. "Will, look, it's the Colonel!" 

Stepping forward, Will stared at the slightly fuzzy images of two faces taken through vehicle 
windscreens. One of the men meant nothing to him, although with his light-colored hair and square jaw 
he certainly could have been a New Germanian soldier. However, the other face was familiar — the man 
was older than the first, and he had a very distinctive moustache. "It could be him," Will said. "But it's 
not that clear, and I wasn't taking much in after Dad died." 

"It's him," Elliott insisted. "I know it." 

"So they're using soldiers from the inner world to do their dirty work now," Mrs. Burrows suggested. 


"Which means they might have the whole New Germanian war machine at their disposal," Drake said. 
"The whole damned army." 

"And the Rebecca twins could be back in town," Will added grimly. 

But everybody in the room was shocked into silence by the photograph that flashed up next. 

"Drake! It's you!" Elliott gasped. 

Drake took a step back from the television. 

"This individual," the news presenter said, "is believed to be behind the group mounting the attacks, 
and the police have gone as far as to say that he's the ‘brains’ of the organization. Going under the 
assumed name of Drake, he's thought to still be in the country, and a national manhunt to find him has 
been initiated by regional police forces." 

"Classic maneuver — only to be expected,” Parry said gruffly. "The Styx are making it difficult for 
you to move around." 

Drake nodded. "Guess I won't be the one going down to the shops from now on." 

A bleary-eyed Mr. Rawls chose that moment to make his entrance. He stifled a yawn, as if he'd just 
woken from a nap. 'Got the cricket on?" he asked, scratching his head. "What's the latest score?" 

"I'm not sure, Dad," Chester replied, "but it looks like the Styx are having a good run." 
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PART 1 


THE PHASE 





BOOM. 

Apart from the noise and the gut-wrenching fear of physical injury, the most terrifying thing about an 
explosion is the millisecond in which the whole world fractures. It’s as though the very fabric of time and 
space has been split asunder, and you’ re falling through it with no idea what lies on the other side. 

When Colonel Bismarck came to, he was spread-eagled on a marble floor. For a moment he was 
unable to move, as if his body forbade it. As if it knew better than he did. 

Although there was utter silence, the Colonel didn’t question it. He felt no alarm, no urgency. He was 
staring up at the shattered ceiling, where snowy chunks of plaster rocked gently. He became captivated by 
their movement — backward and forward, forward and backward — as if they were caught in a breeze. 
He was even more bewitched by the spectacle as some of the pieces broke loose, falling in slow motion 
to the floor around him. 

His hearing began to return. 

He made out a sound that reminded him of woodpeckers. “Vater,” he said, recalling the hunting trips in 
the jungle around New Germania with his father. Sometimes they’d be gone for as much as a week, 
sleeping in a tent and shooting game together. 

It was a comforting memory. Lying among the blast debris, the Colonel sighed as if he didn’t have a 
care in the world. He heard the rattling sound again, still so remote. He didn’t associate it with the rapid 
fire of automatic weapons. 

Then the Royal Mint building was rocked by a second blast. The Colonel shut his eyes at the blinding 
flash of light, every bit as bright as the sun in his world at the center of the Earth. 

The percussive wave swept brutally over him, sucking the air from his lungs. 

“Was ist... 2?” the Colonel gasped, still on his back as shards of glass flew across the room like 
driving sleet and tinkled on the polished marble around him. 

He knew then that something was wrong. Not only was everything quickly becoming hazed by a 
choking black smoke, but his mind seemed to be full of it, too. 

“Wie komme ich hierher?” he said, groping for comprehension. 


How he’d come to be there he had absolutely no idea. The last memory that felt substantial enough to 


rely on was of being ambushed in New Germania. He remembered being captured by the Styx, but after 
that — and he found this strange — he could only remember purple light. No, purple lights, many of them, 
burning with such intensity that his memories were dim by comparison. 

He vaguely recalled the long journey to the outer crust, and then not much else until he found himself in 
a truck with a squad of his New Germanian troops. They’d been taken to a large building — a factory. 
And associated with this factory, and still in the forefront of his mind, was something he’d had to do. A 
task so vitally important that it overrode all other considerations, even his own survival. 

But, right now, he couldn’t put his finger on what this task had been. And he didn’t have time to dwell 
on it further as a burst of gunfire from close by galvanized him into action. He sat up, wincing from the 
sharp pain in his head where it had struck the floor. Coughing and choking as the acrid smoke caught in his 
throat, he knew his first priority was to get himself to cover. 

He crawled through a doorway where the smoke was less dense and found that he was in an office 
with a high ceiling and a desk with a vase of flowers on it. Kicking the door shut, he lay behind it while 
he checked himself over. His hair was sodden from an injury at the back of his head, but he couldn’t tell 
how serious it was — the skin around it was numb and he knew from experience that head wounds always 
bled profusely. He ran his hands over the rest of his body, finding no further injuries. He wasn’t in 
uniform but wearing a coat and civilian clothes, none of which he recognized. But at least he had his 
military-issue belt around his waist, and his pistol was still in its holster. He got to his feet and took it out, 
its weight reassuring in his hand. Something he knew. He waited, listening for sounds on the other side of 
the door. 

He didn’t have to wait for long. After a brief lull, he caught English voices and the sound of boots 
crunching on debris in the hallway where he’d been. Someone shouldered the door of the room open and 
stormed in. The man was dressed in black, with police emblazoned across his chest. He wore a gas mask 
and helmet and was armed with an automatic weapon the likes of which Colonel Bismarck had never seen 
before. 

Catching the policeman by surprise, the Colonel wrapped an arm around his neck and rendered him 
unconscious. While the man’s radio buzzed, the Colonel quickly removed his uniform and dressed himself 
in it. As he slipped on the gas mask, he realized that even more blood had seeped from his head injury, but 
he couldn’t worry about that now. 

He familiarized himself with the assault rifle, which he found was pretty straightforward. Then he 
emerged from the office and took a couple of steps into the black smoke, only to come face-to-face with 
another policeman dressed in identical siege gear. As their gaze met through the lenses of their masks, the 
other man gave a hand signal, but the Colonel didn’t know how he was meant to respond. A question 
formed in the other man’s eyes. Thinking that his disguise had been blown, the Colonel began to raise the 
HK assault rifle in his hands. 

He was saved by another explosion that ripped through the hallway and swiped him off his feet. In a 


daze, the Colonel picked himself up and staggered through the main entrance, where the doors hung 
crookedly on broken hinges. Almost losing his balance as he missed the step, he found himself reeling on 
the pavement outside the building. 

He stopped dead. 

He was confronted by a cordon of armed men — too many for him to take on. They were all behind 
discarded vehicles or riot shields, their laser sights clustered on him. 

He wasn’t prepared for what happened next. With his head still spinning and his senses dulled, he 
didn’t react when his rifle was snatched from his grip. At the same time, he was hoisted off his feet by 
two policemen and carried away in double-quick time. 

“Tt’s all right, old mate, don’t you worry. We’ll get you some help,” the man on his left told him 
sympathetically. The second policeman said something, but the Colonel didn’t take it in. 

His escorts removed his helmet and gas mask. “You’re not one of our guys,” the policeman said when 
he saw the Colonel’s bloodied face. 

“Must be from E Team — a country boy,” the other said. But the Colonel wasn’t listening. Not twenty 
feet away, a body was stretched out in the gutter. Around it a circle of policemen laughed and joked as 
one of them nudged it with his toe cap. The Colonel recognized the dead man instantly. It was a New 
Germanian from his own regiment. He knew the soldier and his wife well — they’d recently had a 
daughter born to them. The Colonel tried to pull against the two policemen supporting him, but it was 
taken as a show of anger. 

“Yeah — the rest of them’ll be bagged and tagged within the hour,” the largest of the two policemen 
promised in a growl. “Whoever these bastards are, we’ve already slotted four of ’em.” 

As the Colonel continued to try to free himself, the other policeman spoke, his words staccato as if he 
were about to explode with fury. “Take it easy, officer. Leave it to us to finish the job.” 

The Colonel grunted a “Yes,” realizing he had to play along if he didn’t want to be identified as one of 
the protagonists. He allowed the two policemen to help him to the end of Threadneedle Street and then 
into a side road where ambulances were waiting. 

“See to him, will you? He got caught up in the last explosion,” one of the policemen ordered a medic. 
They left him there and sped back to the Bank of England. 

In the ambulance, the medic began to examine the Colonel. “That’s a very fine mustache,” he told him. 
From the way his hands were shaking, the young medic had clearly never seen action like this before. He 
cleaned the wound on the Colonel’s head and was putting the finishing touches to a field dressing when 
shouts came from the top of the street. Several new casualties were being carried in on stretchers. The 
medic went to their aid, giving the Colonel the opportunity he’d been looking for. Although he was still a 
little groggy, he eased himself down from the back of the ambulance and stole away. 

With so many uniformed personnel flooding the area — both police and increasing numbers of military 


— no one took any notice of the Colonel. Sticking to the back streets, he stopped only when an entrance at 


the rear of one of the large office buildings caught his eye. Beyond a pair of open doors, he could see a 
ramp leading down to an underground parking garage. The Colonel descended into it and was trying the 
vehicles to find one that was unlocked when a man wearing a pinstripe suit appeared. The man went 
straight to a large four-by-four, and just as he was stowing two briefcases in its trunk, the Colonel 
knocked him out cold. Swapping the police jacket for the unconscious man’s, the Colonel then heaved his 
limp body in beside his briefcases and slammed the trunk shut. 

Although he had only driven left-hand-drive cars before, the Colonel had no difficulty in maneuvering 
the vehicle up the ramp and through the streets. As he joined a line of traffic waiting to get away from the 
trouble in the city, he rummaged through the pockets of the man’s jacket. He came across a wallet, from 
which he extracted the credit cards, flipping them onto the passenger seat as he examined them. Then he 
found a driver’s license, with what he assumed was the man’s home address on it, and began to scan the 
road signs around him. Although he had no idea how he was going to find his way to the man’s home, now 
that he was out of immediate danger, he could take his time. 

He touched a control on the console beside his seat, and the blue-and-white BMW emblem flashed on 
a small display in the dash. He smiled. Within a few clicks he’d navigated to the onboard GPS system. He 
immediately typed in the postal code from the driver’s license. As an authoritative female voice began to 
reel off directions, the Colonel nodded, allowing himself an even broader smile. 

“Bayerische Motoren Werke,” he exhaled, running his hands appreciatively around the luxurious 
leather rim of the steering wheel. “Ausgezeichnet.” The Colonel knew this marque well because his father 
had flown aircraft manufactured by the company in the Great War. 

Aspects of this outer world that the Colonel now found himself in were so familiar he could almost 
pretend he was still in New Germania. But other aspects would take some getting used to. For starters, the 
gravity was so strong here that every movement was an effort, as if his limbs were weighed down with 
lead. 

And the sun... 

He peered through the tinted windshield, marveling at the fiery globe hanging in the heavens, which 
was smaller and weaker than the ever-burning and omnipresent one he’d known all his life. Even now it 
wasn’t directly overhead, and it was a revelation to him that it would dip below the horizon with the 
onset of night, the onset of darkness. 

And the people in the streets. People of all races. He watched as an elderly black man tripped and took 
a bad fall. A white woman instantly went to help him. 

Not out of choice but because of its origins, New Germania had been monoracial, and Colonel 
Bismarck knew only too well what atrocities had gone on in wartime Germany. As he surveyed the mix of 
people making the exodus from the city, he smiled. He truly was in an enlightened civilization. 

“Continue for one thousand feet to Old Street roundabout, then take the second exit,” the GPS 


dictated mechanically. 


The Colonel might have been plucked from his motherland by the Styx and thrust into this new and 
alien environment, but he wasn’t about to throw in the towel. He was a resourceful man, a survivor. 
And besides, he had a score to settle. 


c 


“TARNATION!” A LOW VOICE seeped through the treacly gloom inside the small crofter’s cottage on 
Parry’s estate. If anybody had been there to witness the speed at which the man crossed to the cobwebbed 
window, they would have doubted their eyes. As he hooked a ragged curtain aside, the rain-filtered light 
fell on his face — the face of a man in his sixties. 

But it wasn’t any normal face; the skin was slightly raised in a series of concentric circles radiating out 
from each of his eyes. And there was a grid of lines across his forehead that extended down his temples 
and under his ears. It was as if worms had threaded through his flesh and left their tracks behind. 

“Who in the blazes is that?” the man said, grimacing as he pressed the flaps of his cap hard against his 
ears, the metal-foil lining inside them crackling as he did so. Repeating the question, he backed slowly 


away from the window. 
= E E 


“Stop!” rasped Chester as Will tore toward the gate across the track in front of them. 

Will pulled up and consulted his digital watch, unaware of the discomfort the innocuous electronic 
device was causing the man in the darkness. “Why? We’ve only been running for about thirty minutes,” he 
told Chester. It was only then that he caught sight of the moss-covered roof of the crofter’s cottage through 
the trees, but he made no comment about it to his friend. 

“Half an hour?” Chester puffed, blinking as the drizzle fell into his eyes. 

“Yep. Why don’t we see where this leads?” Will said, glancing along the track. “Or maybe you’ ve had 
enough? We could call it a day and go back to the house,” he offered. 

“No way. Not me,” Chester said with some indignation. He pointed at the sign on the gate. “But this 
says Danger — Keep Out.” 

“Danger? When did that ever stop us?” Will said, immediately climbing over the gate. Chester 
followed him reluctantly. 

“T m just getting my second wind,” he lied. 

“OK then, race you over to that wood,” Will challenged, putting on a turn of speed as the rain grew 


even heavier. 


Chester struggled to keep up with his friend in the downpour. “I thought we were racing,” he grumbled. 

Drake had been away for almost a month, and in his absence Parry had been putting the boys through 
their paces, sending them off on runs and teaching them to use the weights in his antiquated gym in the 
basement. Parry’s idea of physical training harked back to his army days and he pushed them hard, but 
they didn’t complain because they wouldn’t have dared refuse the old man, and because it filled the hours 
as they hid from the Styx. 

Their feet slipping in the mud, they continued along the track until Chester gasped, “Time out. Weather 
stops play!” 

They took refuge under an old elm tree, its branches affording them some protection from the rain. 

“We look like a couple of escaped convicts in these.” Will chuckled as he examined the thick gray 
tracksuits that Parry had produced for them. 

“Too right,” Chester agreed. “And these sneakers are like something from the Stone Age.” He stamped 
his feet to try to remove the mud from his heavy black plimsolls, then looked around at the leaves on the 
trees, which were beginning to show the first signs of autumn. “Funny — all the time I was underground I 
didn’t have the foggiest idea where I was. But now I’m Topsoil again, I’m just as much in the dark.” 

“Well... ,” Will began thoughtfully, “the rainfall seems to be above average here — maybe because 
the wind is coming in over water, or even the sea.” He wiped the moisture from his face with a sleeve. 
“Yes, I think we might be close to the coast. Could be Wales or Scotland.” 

Chester was impressed. “Really? You can tell that?” 

Will laughed. “No,” he admitted. 

“You dipstick,” Chester said. 

“Maybe, but I’ma faster dipstick than you,” Will replied, breaking into a run again. 

“We’ll see about that!” Chester shouted at Will’s back. He was hard on Will’s heels as they thundered 
around a bend in the muddy path, only to come face-to-face with a man holding a shotgun. 

“Good afternoon,” the man said as Will slid to an abrupt halt, Chester bumping into him. The shotgun 
was broken over the man’s arm — the correct way to carry the weapon when not in use — so neither of 
the boys felt any particular alarm. To their eyes, the man looked ancient, his wrinkled skin burned a dark 
brown by the sun, and his sparse hair almost as white as Will’s. 

“You must be the Commander’s guests?” the man said. He was referring to Drake’s father, and Will 
realized right away that this had to be Old Wilkie, the groundsman employed on the estate. 

Will nodded slowly, not quite sure how he should respond. “And you must be... er... Mr. Wilkie?” 

“That’s the one, but please call me Old Wilkie. Everyone does,” the man said. “And this is my 
granddaughter, Stephanie.” 

“Steph,” a girl’s voice corrected him as she stepped into view. She was around fifteen or sixteen, and 
had striking red hair and a pale complexion dusted with freckles. She looked both boys up and down with 


a somewhat disdainful glance, but said nothing more, adjusting the brace of dead pheasants hanging from 


her arm as if they were more interesting to her. 

Old Wilkie was regarding the girl with a look of pride. “Stephanie comes to stay for the odd weekend. 
She goes to school at Benenden, you know. The Commander is a real gentleman — he’s always taken care 
of the school fees —” 

“Gramps!” Stephanie said sharply, spinning around on her slim legs and strolling away in the opposite 
direction. 

Old Wilkie leaned toward the boys conspiratorially. “Now she’s a teenager, she says life in the country 
is dull, and just wants to be in London, shopping and seeing her friends. She wasn’t always that way — 
she used to love it here when she was little. Anyway, by all accounts, London and the south are in sucha 
mess, she’s better off up here until it all blows —” 

Out of sight, Stephanie shouted, “Gramps, you coming or what?” 

Old Wilkie straightened up. “Are you and the rest of the party staying with the Commander for long?” 

Will and Chester exchanged glances. Drake had specifically warned them not to give the man any 
information about themselves. 

“We’re not sure yet,” Will replied. 

“Well, if you’re serious about doing some training — commando style — you might be interested in the 
Tree Walk,” Old Wilkie said. 

“What’s that?” Will asked. 

“Starts there.” Old Wilkie pointed at a ladder on a metal frame built around the trunk of a massive 
pine, then raised his finger to the branches up above, where the boys could see something running among 
the trees. 

“Its an assault course I built for the Commander way back,” Old Wilkie said. “10 Para down in 
Aldershot copied my idea, but mine’s bigger and better. I keep it in working order even though the 
Commander hasn’t used it in years.” Old Wilkie smiled at the boys. “Stephanie can get around it like 
greased lightning. You should challenge her — see if you can beat her time.” 

“Sounds fun,” Will said. 

“Yes, we should do that,” Chester chimed in unconvincingly, as his eyes followed the metal track, 
which zigzagged through the tree canopies. 

“Well, gentlemen, Pd better be getting on. I hope that we come across each other again,” Old Wilkie 
said. He began to whistle to himself as he strolled off after Stephanie. 

“You’re not getting me up there,” Chester said, then smiled. “Not unless Steph wants a race. She’s 
really nice, isn’t she?” He pursed his lips as he thought of something. “Have to say I’m not too keen on 
redheads after what Martha did to me, but I’m prepared to make exceptions.” He had a dreamy look on his 
face. 

“So you like her more than Elliott?” Will teased. 


“T...er...” Chester stalled in embarrassment. 


Will was looking at his friend with surprise. He hadn’t meant the comment to be taken seriously. 

“Well, it’s not as if we see much of Elliott these days, is it?” Chester blustered. “She’s always in her 
room, taking endless baths and doing her nails and all that girl stuff.” 

Will nodded. “She told me her back was hurting her . . . that her shoulders ached all the time.” 

“Maybe it’s that, then, and she’s just under the weather,” Chester surmised. “But she’s not at all like 
she used to be. It’s like she’s gone soft or something.” 

“True,” Will agreed. “Since we’ve been here, she’s changed so much. I’m really quite worried about 


+” 


her. 
= E E 


As the rain continued to hammer down and they jogged the last mile to the house, Will and Chester were 
joined by Bartleby and Colly, the two huge Hunters. 

“Got ourselves a big cat escort,” Chester laughed as the animals positioned themselves on either side 
of him and Will. Their heads held high, the Hunters were loping along with steady, easy strides, as if 
showing off that the pace was nothing to them. In response, Will and Chester sped up, but the Hunters did 
likewise. 

“We’ll never beat them.” Will chuckled, out of breath, as the four of them reached the house. They 
thundered up the steps of the main entrance and crashed through the doors into the hall. Parry appeared 
almost immediately. 

“Shoes off, boys, eh,” he urged them, seeing that they had already tracked mud across the black-and- 
white marble floor. “And look at the state of those two mangy animals.” He glowered at the cats, their 
bald skin streaked with dirt. “They’re polishing off all the grouse on the estate. Soon, there won’t be a 
single blessed bird left,” Parry added resentfully. The tough old man with his wayward hair and shaggy 
beard was wearing a kitchen apron over his tweed suit trousers, and in his hand was a sheaf of papers — 
it was a printout of some kind. “You’ve both been gone longer than I expected,” he noted, glancing at the 
grandfather clock. 

The boys stood there mutely, wondering if they should say something about the encounter with Old 
Wilkie and his granddaughter. But they didn’t and Parry spoke again, “Well, Pm pleased you’re taking 
your training seriously. I expect you could do with some food now?” 

Both Will and Chester nodded eagerly. 

“Thought so. I’ve left some soup on the hob and there’s a fresh loaf to go with it. Sorry there isn’t 
more, but I’mrather busy at the moment. There’s something going on.” 

Opening the door to his study, Parry hurried inside. But before the door slammed shut, the boys caught 
their first glimpse of the interior. 

“Was that your dad in there?” Will asked. Before the door closed, the boys had spotted Mr. Rawls 


standing over what appeared to be an old-fashioned printer from the loud clattering it was making. 


“Yes, I saw him, too. I thought the study was off-limits to all of us,” Chester replied. He shrugged, then 
knelt down to remove his plimsolls. “Come to think of it, I haven’t seen much of Dad lately — maybe he’s 
been in there all the time?” 

“And I wonder what Parry was talking about. Do you think it’s you-know-who up to their tricks 
again?” Will posed. It had been several months since the attack on the financial district in the City of 
London and the explosions in the West End, but then the Styx seemed not to have continued with their 
offensive against Topsoilers. 

“Tf there’s anything going on, it'll be on the news. Let’s grab our food and eat it in front of the TV,” 
Chester suggested. 

“Sounds like a plan,” Will said. 


Due to the security precautions, there were long queues to get into the special performance of La Bohème 
at the Palais Garnier in the 9th arrondissement of Paris. The additional precautions had been laid on 
because the French President and his wife were attending that night. 

As the gendarme used handheld scanners to check each member of the audience before they entered the 
foyer, a woman stood patiently in line. 

“Bonsoir, madame,” a gendarme said as her turn came, and she handed him her clutch bag to inspect. 

“Bonsoir,” she replied, while his partner ran the scanner over the full length of her body, back and 
front. 

“Anglaise,” the gendarme observed casually as he made sure her ticket was valid. “I ’ope you enjoy 
the performance.” 

“Thank you,” Jenny replied, then the gendarme waved her through. As she went in search of her seat, 
she walked like someone who was wading through thick fog and couldn’t see the ground in front of her. 
She eventually found her place and sat there quietly, waiting for the curtain to go up. 

The woman, Jenny Grainger, had raised no red flags as she passed through the scanner and the security 
checks at St. Pancras International before boarding the Eurostar to Paris. And neither did she do anything 
to arouse suspicion during the rest of the journey, although her face was drawn and perhaps a little 
jaundiced, and most of the time she seemed to stare straight ahead with unblinking eyes. But if anyone had 
paid her any attention, they would most likely have assumed that she was suffering from fatigue. 

But now in the Palais Garnier, as everyone rose to their feet while the French President and his 
attractive wife were shown to their seats, Jenny began to fidget with her bag. The lights dimmed and the 
curtain was raised. 

In the seat next to her, Jenny’s neighbor became annoyed as Jenny continued to fidget, whispering 
frantically to herself. As the man watched her more closely, he saw that she appeared to be in some 


difficulty. She had her hand on her abdomen and was pressing it hard. As he was a doctor, it was natural 


for him to inquire if she needed help. But when he spoke to her, she didn’t reply, her whispered ramblings 
only becoming louder. 

Jenny suddenly jumped to her feet. Disturbing everyone in the row, she made her way hastily to the 
central aisle. However, instead of turning right in the direction of the exit, she dropped her clutch bag and 
began to run toward the stage. Toward the French President. 

She never reached him, but the explosion killed over twenty members of the audience. 

A number of witnesses stated that one second she’d been there, and the next there’d been a flash of 
blinding light and a massive bang. But while some thought she’d tripped on the carpet, others swore that a 
member of the President’s staff had intercepted her. This couldn’t be substantiated because the man had 
been killed outright. Whatever had stopped her, Jenny never reached her target, and the President and the 
First Lady were rushed out of the theater by their protection officers. 

Although the records showed that Jenny had no known terrorist affiliations or political interests other 
than having once been a member of the Young Conservatives, it was assumed she’d somehow smuggled a 
device into the theater. But this conflicted with all the security camera footage and forensic evidence, 
which pointed to something extremely bizarre. 

It appeared that the explosion had come from within her, and the detailed analytical work supported 
this because much of her body mass was missing from the blast scene. 

The theory quickly emerged that Jenny’s internal organs had been removed to make room for a two-part 
explosive, which, when mixed, became a potent weapon. 

This very ordinary housewife from London, who would most likely have died anyway within a few 
days from the horrific mutilation of her body, had been a walking bomb. 


On his way home after work, the man emerged from the Tube station and turned right onto Camden High 
Street. With his glasses and neat appearance, he had a studious air about him as he surveyed the disparate 
groups of people in the area. 

In the last decade, the market at Camden Lock had become a popular destination for black-clad 
teenagers who hung around the various boutiques and covered markets. But in among them, even at this 
hour in the evening, there was still a smattering of tourists hoping to catch the last boat tour down to Little 
Venice, or to see the sequence of working locks on the canal itself. 

In his sober suit, the man was rather at odds with the meretricious displays in the shop windows of 
brightly colored boots and leather belts with large brass buckles of screaming skulls or crossed bullets. 

He came to a sudden stop just before the bridge over the canal, then stepped back from the edge of the 
pavement to allow a phalanx of Australian tourists to pass. Taking a cell phone from his jacket, the man 
appeared to start speaking on it, chuckling as he did so. 

“Call that a disguise?” he said. “You’re far too old to pull off the goth look.” 


Several feet away, in a shadowy bay between two buildings, Drake laughed. “Maybe, but you know 
they’re called emos these days. Anyway, I’m still a big fan of The Cure,” he said. 

Drake pulled farther back into the shadows, pressing himself against the pitted Victorian brickwork. 
Decked out in a loose-fitting black combat jacket and trousers, he had a pair of Doc Martens on his feet. 
But this wasn’t what the man had found so amusing; Drake had completely shaved his head, and sported a 
mustache and goatee. He’d topped this off with a pair of small round sunglasses, the lenses mirrored. 

“Thought you might be in touch,” the man said as his expression became serious. “I followed up on the 
three Dominion specimens we lodged —” 

“But they’ve vanished from the pathogen banks,” Drake interrupted. “And there’ll be no trace of them 
on the main database anymore.” 

“How ... ?!” the man exclaimed. “How do you know that?” He began to turn toward Drake. 

“No!” Drake warned. “They might be watching.” 

The man turned toward the road again, nodding as if he was agreeing with the person on the other end 
of his phone conversation. 

“And that’s why I badly need your help,” Drake went on. “I need you, Charlie, my favorite 
immunologist, to cook up some more Dominion vaccine for me, then Pll figure out another way to 
distribute it. And I’ve got some other stuff I want you to look at for me.” 

“Your favorite immunologist?” Charlie repeated with mock indignation. “Bet I’m the only 
immunologist you can call on, and certainly the only one stupid enough to risk his life for you.” Taking a 
breath, he asked, “So how do we go about it this time?” 

“When you get home, you’ll find a package hidden out back behind your trash bin — I’ve left some 
more blood samples in it, and also some viral specimens I grabbed from the Colony.” Drake paused as a 
woman passed Charlie on the pavement, then he resumed. “There’s a really nasty strain in there — a 
killer — so watch how you handle it.” 

“We treat every pathogen as if it’s the Great Plague,” Charlie said. 

“That’s uncannily near the truth,” Drake whispered, his voice grim. “Now you’d better not hang around 
here any longer. Pll swing by your place in a few days.” 

“OK,” Charlie said, pretending to press the button to end the nonexistent conversation before he went 
on his way again. After a moment, Drake stepped out behind two aged rockabillies schlepping along in 
their suede shoes and with large quiffs of hair dyed an unfeasibly black black. He kept behind them as 
they headed toward Camden Tube station, where numerous police vans abruptly pulled up. 

London Transport employees were ushering people out of the station, and the trellis gates were pulled 
across its entrances. More than a dozen police in full riot gear had disembarked from their vehicles with 
some urgency, only to stand around and look rather confused as to what they were doing there. One was 
tapping his baton on his riot shield as an announcement came over the Tannoy that the Tube station was 


closed so a suspicious package could be investigated. 


Drake blended into the crowd collecting outside the station and listened to the resentful comments of 
the commuters. This type of occurrence had become increasingly commonplace in London following the 
first wave of attacks by the Styx or, more accurately, their Darklit New Germanians. 

In the months after the bombings in the city and the West End, the country — already in a precarious 
financial position — had been tipped into a bleak and spiraling recession. The assassination of the head 
of the Bank of England had rattled people badly. And while these outbreaks of terrorism by unidentified 
perpetrators seemed to have petered out, the general unrest continued. The populace had called for a 
change of government, and an early election had been held. The resulting hung parliament led to a power- 
sharing arrangement, and a climate of indecision and confusion in which industrial action was rife. 

Ideal conditions for the Styx as they forged ahead with their plans. As Drake knew only too well. 

“Move along now, people,” a policeman directed the crowd. “Station’s closed. You’ll have to take 
alternative forms of transport.” 

“What d’y’mean?” one of the rockabillies demanded. “Y’mean take the bus? Did y’ forget they’ re all on 
strike again this week?” 

As people in the crowd began to shout in agreement and surge forward, Drake decided he’d better 
extricate himself before it got out of hand. He strolled casually away. Following the attacks in the city, he 
was a wanted man — the Styx had made sure of that. And although he was confident his disguise would 
help him to avoid light scrutiny, the police might begin to make arbitrary arrests to disperse the mob, and 
he didn’t want to tempt fate. Not while he had so much to do. 


Chester woke up earlier than normal the next morning, racked by a cramp in his leg. 

“T’ve overdone it,” he moaned to himself, massaging his calf and remembering how far he and Will had 
run the day before. All of a sudden he stopped kneading the locked-up muscle and stared into the middle 
distance. “Growing pains,” he said, recalling what his mother would say when his aching legs made him 
shout with pain in the middle of the night. Mrs. Rawls would rush to his room and sit beside him on the 
bed, talking to him in her soothing voice until the pains had subsided. They never seemed to be so bad 
with her there, and now he had no idea where she was, or even if she was still alive. He tried not to think 
about what the Styx might have done with her, because that felt worse than any physical pain. He still 
harbored the hope that she was safe and hiding out somewhere. 

Once he was dressed, Chester left his bedroom and went along the hall, taking long paces in an effort 
to loosen up his legs. He rapped twice on Will’s door as he passed, to let his friend know he was up, but 
didn’t wait for a response. 

Downstairs, there was no sign that anyone else had surfaced yet, and as usual the door to Parry’s study 
was firmly shut. Chester lingered outside it for a moment; for once the printer was silent, and he couldn’t 


hear any other sounds from inside.He pushed open the door into the drawing room and entered. 


The air was warm from the fire in the hearth, in front of which, sitting cross-legged on a tartan 
traveling rug, was Mrs. Burrows. 

Her eyes were closed and her face blank, and although she must have heard Chester come in, she said 
nothing. The boy didn’t know what to do; should he announce himself and risk disturbing her, or should he 
simply slip out of the room and leave her to it? 

A thump behind him made him start as Will jumped down the last flight of stairs. 

“You’re up early,” he announced to Chester in a loud voice. “Bet you’re —” 

He trailed off as Chester pressed a finger to his lips and then pointed at Mrs. Burrows. 

“Tt’s all right,” Will said. “She’s just meditating. She does it every morning.” 

“Can she hear us?” Chester asked, still speaking softly. 

Will shrugged. “I think so, although she can choose to stay in a trance if she wants.” 

Although Mrs. Burrows’s eyes remained shut and she was so still that she seemed not even to be 
breathing, her jaw suddenly dropped open. What appeared to be freezing cold air seeped from her mouth. 
Condensation hung before her expressionless face for an instant, despite the raised temperature in the 
room. 

“How does she do that?” Chester whispered. 

“Dunno,” Will replied distantly, more preoccupied with the rumbling sounds coming from his stomach. 
He glanced over his shoulder into the hallway. “I can’t smell anything cooking in the kitchen. I’m starving. 
I could murder one of Parry’s fry-ups.” 

Chester shook his head dourly. “Think we’re out of luck on that front. He’s too busy to cook. 
Something’s definitely going on.” 

“Not according to the news,” Will said. They’d searched the channels the evening before and drawn a 
blank. He gestured at the blackboard in the corner of the drawing room. “Maybe we won’t be having 
commando school today, either.” 

In addition to encouraging the boys to get fit, Parry had done his best to keep their minds active by 
giving them lectures every morning. To do this, he drew on what he knew best, so somewhat bizarrely 
they were treated to lessons on map reading, military tactics, and combat fieldcraft. 

“Choke points and interlocking fields of fire,” Chester said, recalling what Parry had told them about 
ambush theory. 

“My favorite was combat driving techniques.” Will smiled. “Now, that was something they didn’t 
teach at our school back in Highfield.” 

Chester became thoughtful for a moment. “Just think how many lessons we’ve missed in the last year. It 
all seems like a lifetime ago. I hardly remember anything about it . . . except putting that little squit Speed 
in his place.” 

“Pm still amazed that Parry trusted us with his beloved Land Rover,” Will continued, not really 


listening to his friend. “I seriously thought it was going to tip over when I powered down those slopes.” 


Chester came back to the present with a chuckle. “Yeah. And he wasn’t too happy when I took the 
sideview mirror off ona tree, was he?” 

“Not particularly,” Parry declared from the doorway. Chester looked sheepish as the old man 
continued, “Afraid you’ll have to look after yourselves this morning, lads. Pve been up all night, 
monitoring the situation.” 

“So it is the Styx?” Will asked. 

“Tt has all their hallmarks. If Pm right, they’ve just entered the second phase of their initiative.” Parry 
frowned. “Still can’t quite figure out why there was a two-month hiatus after they stoked things up in the 
city with those full-frontal attacks.” 

“But is this latest stuff serious?” Will asked. 

Parry nodded. “And bloody clever.” 

The boys exchanged glances, waiting for Parry to elaborate, but he was staring absently at the fire. He 
appeared to be exhausted, leaning with both hands on his walking stick. 

“Is Drake dealing with it?” Will finally said, hoping this might elicit some further information. 

“No, he’s gone dark.” 

“Gone dark?” Will asked. 

“He’s operating on his own, probably in London. I’ve left messages for him to come back here if he 
ever deigns to listen to them,” Parry replied, beginning to turn from the doorway. 

“And my dad — is he helping you now?” Chester inquired hesitantly. 

“Pll give a briefing later on — when I know more,” Parry mumbled as he crossed the hall to his study. 





“DOES ANYONE ACTUALLY live ina grot hole like this?” After the car left the motorway, Rebecca 
One had sat up and begun to take notice of the succession of sprawling commercial areas they were 
driving through at some speed. “Even the name of the place sounds ugly. Slough. Sluff. Sloff. Who thought 
of that?” She was thrown to the side as the car took a corner. “Oh, look, yet another roundabout. What a 
drag.” 

Rebecca Two didn’t reply. She was peering through the tinted car window beside her, lost in thought 
as the streetlights strobed her face. 

Irritated by the lack of response from her sister, Rebecca One gave a small snort. She began to scrape 
her sharp little nails on the stretch of seat between them, marking the luxurious hide. “This crush of yours 
is becoming a little too in-your-face. Don’t think it’s gone unnoticed,” she announced. She had her 
reaction now, as her sister immediately swiveled around to her. 

“What are you on about?” Rebecca Two asked. 

“This thing you’ve got for your toy soldier there,” Rebecca One replied spitefully, tipping her head at 
the man behind the wheel of the Mercedes. It was Captain Franz, the young New Germanian officer 
Rebecca Two had taken a shine to while they were in the inner world. “We should have one of our own 
driving us, not your blue-eyed boy all decked out in a chichi chauffeur’s uniform. You don’t even make 
him wear the cap because then you wouldn’t be able to see his lovely blond locks.” 

Rebecca One’s eyes burned into the back of Captain Franz’s handsome head as he continued to drive, 
seemingly oblivious to the exchange behind him. 

“You do talk a load of rubbish!” Rebecca Two fumed. “It’s not like that.” 

“Oh, sure. I’m your sister . . . you can’t kid me,” Rebecca One retorted, shaking her head. “And I just 
don’t get it.” 

Rebecca Two noticed the look in her twin sister’s eyes — she was genuinely troubled. “Don’t get 
what?” she asked. 

“Well, for starters, what’s so special about him? He’s just another human, same as any of these 
worthless Topsoiler slugs up here. But, worse than that, he’s been so Darklit, he’s a zombie.” With her 


tongue lolling from her mouth, Rebecca One went cross-eyed to emphasize the point. “He’s like some 


broken, empty doll you drag around for kicks, and it’s not healthy.” 

Captain Franz brought the Mercedes to a stop before a pair of factory gates. Rebecca One ceased her 
tirade as she saw where they were. “It’s massive,” she said, taking in the hangar-sized buildings. 

“Yes,” Rebecca Two agreed, relieved her sister had other things on her mind now. 

A pair of Limiters in Topsoil clothes opened the gates. Having checked who was in the car, they waved 
Captain Franz on. 

Rebecca One leaned forward and prodded the New Germanian roughly in the shoulder. “Hey, lapdog, 
go around the side. I want to see the warehouses first.” 

Captain Franz immediately did as he’d been ordered, steering the car past the small office building, but 
then he began to slow. “Keep going, dumb-dumb! Take us into that opening!” Rebecca One shouted, then 
slapped him on the head with such force that he swerved the car. “And watch your driving!” 

Rebecca Two clenched her jaw but said nothing as the Mercedes entered the warehouse. 

“Stop here,” Rebecca One said brusquely. Captain Franz slammed on the brakes, the tires squealing on 
the painted concrete floor. As the Rebecca twins stepped from the car, the old Styx and his assistant, their 
stark white collars visible under their long black coats, were already hurrying over. 

“Some place,” Rebecca Two complimented the old Styx as she looked around. 

“A total of forty thousand square feet split over three warehouses. Through there” — he pointed to a 
set of doors in the far corner of the spacious building — “is the field hospital where we carry out the 
mass Darklighting and the bomb implant procedures,” he said. “Like so many businesses around here, this 
factory had gone bust, so we picked up the premises for a song. It’s ideal for what we want, and who’d 
think of looking for us here?” 

“And how secure is it?” Rebecca One inquired. 

“From yesterday we doubled up on all the entry points. We’ve got both our men and New Germanians 
on around-the-clock sentry duty,” the old Styx replied. “We’ll also be putting roadblocks on all the 
approach roads to the estate.” 

Rebecca One nodded. “So when will everything be ready for our guests?” 

The old Styx smiled, his black eyes flashing with excitement. “This first warehouse will be fully 
prepped by nightfall.” He fell silent as he and the twins watched a procession of New Germanian troops 
wheeling hospital beds out across the floor, which they then began to arrange in rows. “With all the NHS 
hospital closures, we had no trouble obtaining as many beds as we needed,” the old Styx said. “We 
should comfortably fit around a hundred and fifty in this area, and at least the same number again in the 
adjoining warehouses. Then we’ll bring in the humidifiers and fine-tune the atmosphere. We want 
everything to be perfect.” Putting his head back, he sniffed the air, then clapped his gloved hands together. 
“Our moment is fast approaching. It’s finally coming.” 

“Oh, I can feel it, I can feel it,’ Rebecca One whispered. While the old Styx had been talking, she’d 
slid her fingers down the nape of her neck and had been kneading her back between her shoulder blades. 


As she withdrew her hand, Rebecca Two saw there were tiny spots of blood on it. 

And she herself was only too aware of the dull ache at the top of her spine, and the irresistible pull of 
nature. 

Styx nature. 

Although she and her sister hadn’t yet passed through puberty and couldn’t take part in what was to 
happen here, the longing was intense. And intoxicating. It was as if some strange electricity rippled 
through her body, fizzing in her veins. The ancient force was calling her, forcing her, to participate in a 
cycle that took hundreds if not thousands of years to manifest itself. 

Rebecca Two wiped the sweat from her brow. She realized with a start that she was trying to fight the 
impulse. She was alarmed by this, because why should she want to resist? 

That wasn’t natural. 


She turned away from her sister and the old Styx in case they were able to somehow sense her internal 
struggle. 


There was a screech and the pipes rattled, then a message arrived with a final clunk. Clutching his 
stomach, the First Officer lumbered as fast as he could from his office. He located the correct pipe and 
opened a hatch in it, through which he pried out a bullet-shaped vessel the size of a small rolling pin. 

“What’s up, sir?” the Second Officer asked as he came through from the Hold and into the reception 
area. 

“Give me a chance,” the First Officer replied sharply. “I haven’t read it yet, have I?” With all the 
recent turmoil in the Colony, neither of them had had a proper night’s sleepin weeks, and tempers were 
seriously frayed. 

“T was just asking,” the Second Officer mumbled under his breath. 

The First Officer unscrewed the cap from the end of the cylinder and fished out the small scroll from 
inside. Due to his fatigue, he dropped it and, with a few choice swear words, bent to retrieve it from the 
floor. As he stood up, he complained, “Oooh, me guts,” and held still for a moment, his hand pressed 
against his stomach, and his face a little green. 

“Still bad?” the Second Officer asked. 

As he thought the question was completely unnecessary, the First Officer gave him a sour glance. He 
finally straightened out the scrap of paper and held it at arm’s length as he tried to focus on the tiny 
lettering. “Trouble in the North... fighting. . . the Styx are asking for all available officers to attend.” 

The Second Officer didn’t respond right away, but it came as no surprise that there was unrest in the 
North Cavern. There’d been numerous incidents concerning Colonists turning on each other, and he didn’t 
blame them for it. Many had been moved out of their homes, which were being commandeered as billets 


for the massive influx of New Germanian troops. And all the Styx offered these poor evictees was 


temporary accommodation in the mushroom fields, where a shantytown of hastily erected huts had been 
built on the damp earth. 

Then there was the severe rationing; a huge proportion of the Colony’s food was being diverted to the 
troops as they underwent their training by the Styx. 

And thrown into this already explosive mix were outbreaks of a disease causing severe diarrhea, most 
likely as a result of the current chronic overcrowding in the caverns. The First Officer was still suffering 
from the effects of this. 

So, no, the Second Officer wasn’t surprised there was more trouble, nor that the Styx were calling on 
the Colony police to sort it out. 

The First Officer was staring at him, drumming his fingers on the counter. 

“T can deal with it if you want,” the Second Officer said. 

“I do want you to,” the First Officer replied curtly. 

“Righty-ho. If you’re happy to hold the fort.” 

Despite the fact that the cells were full to bursting with malcontent Colonists, the First Officer 
humphed at the suggestion that he might not be able to manage on his own. As he crumpled up the message 
from the Styx, there was an indescribable sound from his stomach. “Got to go,” he groaned, rushing back 
into his office and slamming the door. 

“Keep your pants on, will you?” the Second Officer murmured. “Or maybe that’s not such a good 
idea,” he said, allowing himself a small chuckle. His merriment evaporated as, shaking his head, he 
reached over the counter to retrieve his helmet from where it hung on a peg. He put it on, then reached 
over the counter a second time for his baton. He might need it where he was headed — the riots were 
becoming increasingly violent. 

Swinging his baton, he pushed through the doors and stepped outside the station, pausing a moment at 
the top of the steps as he surveyed the houses across the way. By the light of the ever-glowing luminescent 
orb lampposts, he saw movement in an upper window, as if someone were watching the station. It was 
probably nothing, but the Second Officer was jumpy. He had never known such a mood of rebellion in the 
Colony, or such strong antipathy toward the Styx, the ruling class. But the Styx seemed to be so intent on 
their Topsoil operations that they no longer cared what the Colonists thought, or did — their only priority 
was to proceed with their plans unhindered. 

The Second Officer walked unhurriedly down the flight of steps, and as he reached the bottom, he 
heard a whimpering noise. He still harbored a vague hope that his Hunter, Colly, would one day come 
back to him. She’d bolted after the explosion in the Laboratories, an incident for which the Second 
Officer had received a commendation because he’d valiantly pursued the attackers. At least that was what 
he’d told the Styx, and they seemed to have accepted his version of events. 

But when the Second Officer looked down, he didn’t see his cat but a small albino dog. It was a young 


greyhound with a coat of the purest white. The dog was standing there, its tail quivering between its legs 


as it peered up at the large man though its pink eyes. It was obviously hungry, but what unsettled the 
Second Officer more than anything was that only the well-to-do families in the Colony kept purebreds like 
this one. Someone must have been so hard-pressed for food that they’d simply abandoned it. 

“Poor little chap,” the Second Officer said, offering a hand with the dimensions of a bunch of bananas 
to the dog. It whined and sniffed his fingers, then came nearer so he could stroke its head. 

And when he began to walk down the street, the dog followed right beside him. 
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Before long, the Second Officer reached the Skull Gate. A Styx, wearing the distinct gray-green 
camouflage of a soldier from the Division, immediately stepped from the gatehouse. The Second Officer 
used this route to and from the Colony several times a day, not only to go to work but also for his official 
duties. Nevertheless, the Styx soldier scrutinized his warrant card, from time to time glancing 
suspiciously at the greyhound as if the Second Officer were attempting to smuggle contraband past him. 

Finally the soldier returned the warrant card and raised his lantern as a sign for the gate to be opened. 


It trundled into the huge skull carved into the rock above as if the monstrous apparition were retracting its 
teeth. The Second Officer continued on his way, stepping into the mouth of the skull. As he began down 
the dark passageway that was the main thoroughfare between the Quarter and the Colony, he welcomed 
the company of the little dog trotting along beside him. 

A thrumming sound filled his ears as he walked through a last turn of the passage and the Colony 
opened up before him. From this elevated position he could survey the South Cavern, with its endless 
ranks of houses all covered in a gauzelike mist of warm air and smoke. 

“How goes it?” someone shouted. 

The Second Officer stopped as he traced the multiple flights of cast-iron steps up the rock wall and 
located the Fourth Officer right at the very top. The man was on duty at the entrance to the control room 
for the Fan Stations, from where the low thrumming was emanating. Like many in the Colony police force, 
the Fourth Officer was a stocky man with a prickle length of white hair. And he was stationed there 
because the security had been tightened ever since Drake and Chester had used the air system to spread a 
mild nerve reagent through the Colony. 

“How goes it?” the Fourth Officer repeated, more loudly this time in case the fans had drowned him 
out. 

“The usual,” the Second Officer shouted back. “A rumpus in the North.” 

The Fourth Officer nodded, then spotted the greyhound. “See you’ve made a friend.” 

The Second Officer looked at his new companion and gave a shrug in response before continuing down 
the rest of the slope. 

As soon as he came to the level ground at the bottom, he heard the sound of many feet striking the 
cobblestones in unison. A group of New Germanians — around fifty of them — were running in 
formation, as a Division soldier on horseback set the pace. 

The greyhound hid behind the Second Officer’s legs as the group thundered past. The men were like 
automatons, staring straight ahead as they moved in perfect synchronization. He knew why their 
expressions were so vacant — they had all been heavily Darklit. 

Maneuvers like this were a common sight in the Colony these days — and just as common was the 
sight of these men collapsing from exhaustion during their training, some even dying from heart failure. 
The Second Officer had heard through the grapevine that the Styx were pushing the soldiers so hard 
because they wanted to acclimatize them to higher levels of gravity than they were used to in their world. 

“C’mon, boy. It’s nothing to be frightened of,” the Second Officer assured the dog as the soldiers 
retreated into the distance. He entered one of the outlying streets of the Colony. But rather than heading 
directly toward the North Cavern, he instead made a detour to his house. 

As he walked in, Eliza emerged from the sitting room. “What are you doing back so early?” his sister 
demanded. “Do you kn —” she began, then her eyes fell on the little greyhound. “Oh no! You haven’ t!” she 


exclaimed. 


“T couldn’t just leave the little fella out in the cold,” the Second Officer said. He knelt down, his knee 
joints cracking like rifle shots, and stroked the dog. The greyhound’s nervous eyes met his briefly. “I’m 
expected in the North now, but Pll find out where he lives when I come back.” 

Eliza crossed her arms disapprovingly. “The patron saint of waifs, strays, and Topsoilers,” she fumed 
at him. “I would’ve thought you’d learned your lesson by now.” 

The Second Officer grunted and straightened up. “Where’s Mother?” he asked. 

“She’s upstairs, rest —” Eliza began, then interrupted herself as she remembered what she’d been 
wanting to tell her brother. “You’ll never guess what happened today. The Smiths were moved out.” 

The Second Officer nodded. The Smiths were neighbors two doors down, and they’d lived there as 
long as anyone could remember — certainly for several decades before he was born. 

“Mother’s taken it very badly. There are hardly any of us left on the street now.” Eliza frowned. 
“We’re being pushed out for all these New Germanian soldiers, and they never so much as answer if you 
speak to them. They act as if you’re not there. It’s not right what’s going on.” Her voice was wavering, she 
was so distraught, but she now lowered it in case someone overheard her. “I don’t even know if our 
people are actually being taken to the North or not — there are rumors down the market that whole 
families are disappearing, lock, stock, and barrel.” She put her hand on her brother’s arm. “Can’t you do 
something? Can’t you talk to the Styx?” 

“You are joking? Me?” the Second Officer asked. 

“Yes, you. The only reason we haven’t been uprooted yet is because the Styx believe you’re a hero, 
taking on those Topsoilers all on your own when they came to rescue your lady love.” The Second Officer 
found it hard to bear the withering look Eliza gave him. He may have been able to deceive the Styx, with 
his old friend the watchman from the Laboratories to corroborate his story, but his sister knew him too 
well. “And if they think you’re so bloody marvelous, perhaps they’ |! listen to what you have to say.” 

The Second Officer wasn’t sure if he was more shocked by his sister’s swearing or by her outlandish 
suggestion that he somehow tackle the Styx over what they were doing in the Colony. 

He shook his head as he crossed to the front door, careful to shut it behind him because he didn’t want 
the dog to follow. He left the fuggy warmth of the house with huge reluctance, uneasy about what he would 
be expected to do in the North Cavern, and generally very unhappy with his lot in life. 


Parry waited until they had all gathered in the hall. Elliott was the last to arrive as she floated down the 
stairs, wearing a red dress, and her glossy black hair done up in a chignon. She’d grown considerably 
since she’d arrived Topsoil, putting on several inches of height and even adding a little weight to her 
boyish figure. This may have been a result of Parry’s overgenerous helpings at mealtimes and his 
insistence that they all eat well, or perhaps it was because of her age. Whatever the reason, to Will and 


Chester she’d never looked so feminine before, and they were now doing their best not to gawk at her. For 


her part, she didn’t look at anyone in particular, least of all either of the boys. 

“Right. Come along,” Parry announced, swinging open the heavy oak door to his study. They filed in 
without speaking, glancing around the room they’d been forbidden to enter until now. It was larger than 
Will had expected, with a row of safes along the paneled walls — one of these was open, and Will could 
see files stacked inside. 

“Hi, Dad,” Chester said, and Mr. Rawls, in his crumpled clothes and a day’s growth of stubble on his 
chin, rose from a chair beside the ancient printer. It was still rattling away, accompanied by a grinding 
sound as a roll of paper with perforated edges fed its seemingly endless appetite. 

Will saw some computer displays on a bench beside the printer, but they were all dark. There was 
another screen on a desk in front of the far wall, but it was pointing away so Will couldn’t tell if it was 
turned on or not. And on the far wall itself was a large map of Scotland, with the highland and lowland 
areas depicted in pastel shades. With the exception of Mrs. Burrows, everyone’s gaze had come to rest on 
it. 

“Yes, you’re in Scotland,” Parry said, raising his voice to be heard over the printer. “Sixty miles due 
north of Glasgow, to be precise.” He aimed his walking stick at the point on the map. “Just about there.” 
The hairs pricked up on the back of Will’s neck; it obviously no longer mattered that they’d be able to 
identify the location of the estate, and that was a little ominous. Parry opened his mouth to talk, but then 
clucked. He swung to Mr. Rawls. “Put that bloody thing on pause, will you? Can’t hear myself speak.” 

Mr. Rawls swiped a switch on the printer as Parry perched on the edge of the desk and continued. 
“You’ll doubtless be wondering why Jeff and I have locked ourselves away in here for the last twenty- 
four hours.” He glanced at Mr. Rawls, who gave a small nod, then Parry tapped the floor twice with his 
stick. “I asked him to help because I needed someone to man the telex. I’m still on the distribution list for 
the COBRA bulletins.” Parry smiled, but it wasn’t out of amusement. “The powers that be keep me in the 
picture. In my former line of work, you never really retire.” 

Mr. Rawls saw that his son was frowning. “COBRA is a government committee convened whenever 
there’s a security risk to the country,” he explained. 

“Wouldn’t it be quicker to get the information over the net?” Will asked, looking from the aged printer 
beside Mr. Rawls to the computer screen. 

“The web is never secure,” Parry said. “The only way to trace this telex would be to dig up the miles 
of dedicated trunk line it’s connected to.” He took a deep breath. “So where do I start . . . ? My son — 
who you know by the preposterous moniker of Drake — has always steadfastly refused to allow me into 
his struggle against the Styx. He’s even been going around telling everyone I’ve popped my clogs, just to 
protect me.” Parry raised his eyebrows. “But my safety isn’t an issue anymore because the game’s 
changed. Would you take them through the latest COBRA bulletins?” he said to Mr. Rawls. 

“Of course. Just over a day ago, reports began to surface of incidents all over Europe — multiple 


assassination attempts on heads of state and key political figures. In France, the President and his wife 


escaped death by the skin of their teeth, but two further attacks on the Spanish and Italian parliaments 
killed several dozen politicians. And in Brussels a room full of assorted MEPs was taken out.” 

“But there wasn’t anything about this on TV last night,” Will said. 

“And we couldn’t even get the news this morning — most of the channels had this notice up that they’re 
not available,” Chester added. 

“T m not surprised,” Parry said. “But first things first. Please go on, Jeff.” 

“Sure,” Mr. Rawls said. “The news of these assassination attempts has been suppressed because of the 
sensitivity surrounding them — they all originated from here.” 

“From Britain,” Parry clarified. “Ordinary English people have become suicide bombers. . . . They’ve 
turned into walking bombs. The nature of the explosives inside them — no ferrous components — means 
that conventional detection equipment is useless.” 

“Walking bombs? How does that work?” Mrs. Burrows asked, frowning. 

“A botched attempt at the German parliament in Berlin resulted in the capture of a live bomber,” Mr. 
Rawls said. “The woman was found to have had major body organs removed from her thorax and 
abdominal cavities.” 

Parry reached over to the opposite side of his desk to retrieve a printout from the telex, then put on his 
glasses to read from it. “Lobectomy of the right lung.” He looked up as he explained, “The medical 
inspection revealed that an entire lung had been surgically removed from the woman.” Parry consulted the 
printout again. “And a cystectomy, splenectomy, cholecystectomy — that’s removal of the bladder, 
spleen, and gallbladder, respectively. Lastly, and this is the really grisly part, just about all of her upper 
and lower colon were missing and replaced with a makeshift bypass. Her intestines had been whipped 
out.” 

Will noticed that Chester was grimacing and looking a little pale. 

“She would have died anyway?” Mrs. Burrows asked. 

“Yes, in a matter of days,” Mr. Rawls answered. “She was still able to drink and take in fluids, but she 
couldn’t digest any solids. Without specialist medical care, though, infection or the massive trauma she’d 
suffered would probably have killed her off even before the lack of nutrition did.” 

“Like a fish that’s been gutted, she was eviscerated . . . emptied... ,” Parry said, removing his glasses 
and rubbing his brow. “Instead, inside her were a pair of plastic containers filled with chemicals. When 
mixed by means of a mechanical pull at the waist, the chemicals would’ve detonated with considerable 
force. And ceramic shot was packed around the explosive mixture to widen the kill radius.” 

Mrs. Burrows was shaking her head. “So the Styx did this — they Darklit innocent people and then 
butchered them to turn them into these body bombs. But why?” 

“Why?” Parry boomed with such ferocity that everyone in the room was taken aback. “So the British 
government can’t offer the world any explanation as to why its supposedly nonradical, run-of-the-mill 


citizens are embarking on these wanton acts of terrorism,” he growled. “Because of our lax border 


policies in the past, the US and many other nations have always regarded our country as a melting pot for 
dissident groups, anyway. The Styx are just fulfilling a prophecy.” 

He regained his composure as he went on. “Accordingly, all UK borders are to be closed at one p.m. 
today — and all flights suspended. And it’s very likely that the country will be put under martial law.” 

There was a chiming sound, and Parry slipped something from his pocket. The size of a pack of cards, 
it looked more like a paging device than a cell phone as he glanced at its small LED display. “Won’t keep 
you a moment,” he said as he leaned over his desk to glance at the computer monitor on it. 

Chester took the opportunity to speak. “But what does all that mean?” he asked. 

“Tt means that the shutters will come down on our small island, and we’ll be completely isolated from 
the rest of the world . . . and under military control,” Parry said, replacing the device in his pocket. “The 
army will take charge of the streets.” 

“Then the Styx will make their move,” Elliott said in a low voice. It was the first time she’d spoken a 
word and she had their full attention. “I know how the White Necks think. They’re going to invade your 
country using all the New Germanians they’ve brought up with them. And your own soldiers, too, once 
they’ve been Darklit.” 

“But even if they did command significant land forces, they’ve got one heck of a job on their hands.” 
Parry looked mystified. “No, it can’t be just that. There must be another ingredient in their plan that I’m 
missing. And it’s driving me bloody mad trying to figure out what it is.” Parry pushed himself upright from 
his desk and stood before them. He appeared to be extremely weary and not at all the bastion of strength 
that Will had known up until then. 

“Whatever they’re up to, they can’t be allowed to get away with it,” Mrs. Burrows said. 

“Precisely,” the old man replied. “And if not us, who’s going to stop them?” He twisted toward the 
open door of the study. “You made it up here in good time.” 

As a black-clad figure wheeled into sight, both Will and Chester thought the worst — that it was a Styx 
— and they both began to react. But Mrs. Burrows caught her son’s arm to still him. 

“Whoa!” Chester exhaled as he and Will recognized the man with the completely bald head and goatee. 

“Who’s going to stop them?” Drake said, repeating his father’s words. “We bloody well are.” 

Elliott rushed forward and flung her arms around him, then she stepped back, a huge grin on her face. It 
was a flash of the old Elliott — the Elliott that Will and Chester had been missing so much. “You look 
like a real renegade now,” she said, chuckling. “A mean and nasty one at that.” 

“Hah! But look at you,” he replied, admiring her dress and the way she’d done her hair. “Quite the 
young lady.” Drake moved into the room, greeting the boys, Mrs. Burrows, and Mr. Rawls, and then took 
his place next to Parry. 

“So you’ve been allowed into the inner sanctum.” Drake flicked his eyes around the room before 
addressing them again. “Some late-breaking news for you,” he began. “Just before dawn, there were 


simultaneous strikes on television transmission centers, Internet hubs, and several of the main phone 


exchanges.” 

“That’s why we couldn’t get anything on TV,” Chester said. 

“Quite so — it’s denial of service — the Styx are targeting our comms and information hubs. And it’s 
really bad down there in London, I can tell you. People are running scared — there’s panic-buying in the 
shops, which aren’t being restocked. And public services are erratic, to say the least — streets are piled 
high with rubbish, schools have been shut, and hospitals are being run by skeleton staff. And there’ve 
even been a couple of power outages — whole areas of London have had intermittent electrical supplies 
for the last week. Yes, it’s really rough down there. And there’s also the odd rumor or two knocking 
around that a number of cabinet ministers have gone missing.” 

“Decapitation. Textbook stuff,” Parry put in. Will and Chester glanced toward each other as they both 
wondered if he was referring to his favorite tome on insurgency by Frank Kitson. Parry drew his hand 
across his throat. “You remove those at the top — the head — and the rest of the country — the body — 
hasn’t got any idea how to organize itself.” 

“Except that in all likelihood the head will be put back on,” Drake said, “but iť’ ll be a Styx head.” 

“I don’t understand. With what’s happening, can’t we just go to the authorities and tell them who’s 
behind it?” Chester suggested. 

“That would be a very quick way to get us all killed,” Drake answered him. “The problem is you can’t 
tell who’s been got at already. You don’t know who you can trust.” 

Parry clapped his hands together. “I do,” he said. “It’s time to wake up some old ghosts.” 

Drake met eyes with his father as if he knew what he was referring to, then held a finger up as he 
remembered something. “Talking of old ghosts, I’m forgetting my manners,” he said as he strode back to 
the doorway. He was gone for a second, then reappeared with a man with a hood over his head. Everyone 
in the room knew what that felt like — Drake had insisted they wear them when he’d driven them to his 
father’s estate. 

The man’s hands were bound together with a plastic tie, which Drake sliced through with his knife. 
Then, with a dramatic flourish, he whipped the hood off. 

There was a sharp intake of breath from Will and Elliott. 

“Colonel!” the girl exclaimed, immediately recognizing who it was even though he was dressed in an 
expensively tailored but rather ill-fitting double-breasted city suit. 

“That’s the New Germanian who helped you?” Chester said to Will, who didn’t respond as he stared at 
the man distrustfully. Although Colonel Bismarck had delivered him and Elliott from the clutches of the 
Styx in one of his helicopters, Will knew the only reason he was now Topsoil was that he must have been 
part of the attacks in the city. 

The Colonel blinked in the unaccustomed light as he stepped fully into the room. With a formal bow 
and a click of his heels, he took Elliott’s hand. “An honor to see you again,” he said, then acknowledged 


Will, who made no move to shake hands with him as he continued to eye the man with undisguised 


suspicion. 

“Tt could be a setup — a Styx trap,” Will said. “You should never have brought him here. He’s been 
Darklit.” 

On the contrary, Drake appeared to be completely relaxed about his presence. “Yes, although he must 
have been heavily programmed, it seems that a blow to the head snapped him out of it. He saw what the 
Styx were doing to his men — using them to do their dirty work — and for that he wants revenge.” 

Colonel Bismarck nodded as Drake went on, “And, yes, you’re right, Will. The Colonel’s aware he 
could be a risk to us. He’s agreed that he’s going to be kept under lock and key while he’s here.” Drake 
glanced at the map on the wall. “Particularly now he’s got an idea where we are.” 

Parry was regarding the Colonel with interest. “Willkommen,” he said. It was apparent that he 
recognized another military man like himself. 

“Danke,” Colonel Bismarck replied. 

“And how did you come across the Colonel?” Parry asked his son. 

“Someone here was a bit free and easy with the emergency number to my secret server.” Drake smiled. 
“Luckily, the Colonel had it on a scrap of paper tucked in his belt kit, and the Styx didn’t find it.” 

“You hope,” Will said under his breath. 

Drake ignored the comment. “And the Colonel left a message for the certain someone in this room.” 

Everyone glanced at each other with bemusement until Elliott spoke up. On the receiving end of a sharp 
look from Will, she mumbled, “I was hoping he’d never need to use it. But I had a hunch that he and his 
men would show up here on the surface before too long.” 

Will was about to say something, but Drake got in first. “Well, I’m just glad you did, Elliott. The 
Colonel gives us another card in our forthcoming fight with the Styx. And we’ve got a pretty lousy hand at 


the moment.” 
= E 


A mile away, Bartleby was scaling an ancient oak, his long claws gouging into the bark as he went higher 
and higher. He finally reached a cleft in the trunk, then meowed down to Colly, who meowed back and 
immediately began to climb after him. When she, too, had reached the cleft, Bartleby edged along a bough 
that overhung the perimeter wall to Parry’s estate. The humans might have understood how important it 
was that they didn’t wander too far, but this was meaningless to the Hunters, with their voracious appetite 
for fresh prey. 

Left largely to their own devices since being let loose in the grounds, they’d had the time of their lives 
mopping up Parry’s grouse, which he bred specially for the shooting season. In fact, the rather dopey 
birds had had very little idea what had hit them as the two cats stalked and ate their way through almost 
the whole population. And now that the grouse were rather thin on the ground, it was the Hunters’ natural 


instinct to hunt farther afield. 


Once he was over the top of the wall, Bartleby continued a little farther, the bough bending under his 
and Colly’s combined weight. He flicked his broad head, indicating to Colly that she should jump first. 
She’d have smiled if she’d been able. Bartleby was such a considerate mate — he didn’t want her to harm 
herself by leaping from too great a height, particularly not in her condition. 

She landed safely, but her departure caused the branch to spring up. Caught on the hop, Bartleby was 
forced to jump before he was ready. His tail spinning wildly to try to control the fall, he touched down 
with an ungainly thump. Right away, Colly scampered over to him to rub her cheek affectionately on his. 

Bartleby let out a small whine and, like any male, milked the moment for all the sympathy he could get 
from his partner. He made a big show of licking the pad on his forepaw where it had been hurt by a sharp 
stone. After a few seconds of this, Colly had had enough and cuffed him gently on the head. 

That did it — Bartleby concentrated on the business in hand. First thing first, he chose a suitable spot 
to cock his leg and spray with copious amounts of urine. After the new territory was well and truly 
marked, he began to advance with his nose to the ground as he relied on his highly developed sense of 
smell to locate their next meal. 

But it wasn’t easy — they were on the fringes of a dense pine forest that extended up the hill before 
them, and the aromatic tang given off by the decaying needles on its floor made it tricky for him to pick up 
a trail. But this didn’t deter him in the slightest. Although the Hunters had trapped only a single roe deer 
that had made the fatal error of taking a shortcut across Parry’s estate, they’d caught glimpses of a herd of 
them grazing in this forest. Saliva hung in necklaces from the Hunters’ maws at the prospect of more of the 
delicious venison. But, for Bartleby, the ultimate prize would be the stag he’d heard at nightfall as it made 
its distinctive roaring sound to keep its harem of females together. 

Bartleby ascended the hill, crossing back and forth over the ground as he attempted to pick up a scent 
trail. Colly followed, but made sure she maintained a gap of twenty feet between herself and Bartleby. 
Every so often, they’d stop to seek each other out through the trunks of the pines. 

Parry and Drake would have been proud of their tactical skills; the way the cats worked was to 
perform a pincer movement on their unsuspecting prey, surrounding it back and front. The one Hunter 
would charge in, and the prey would panic and bolt straight into the open jaws of the other Hunter. 

Somewhere a bird squawked, and the sound of its wings beating against high branches made both 
Hunters peer above themselves. But then, as a breeze filtered through the trees, Bartleby fixed his eyes on 
the slope ahead. He slunk down, his nose twitching as he surveyed the area. A flick of his ears told Colly 
all she needed to know. 

He was onto something. 

Bartleby’s shoulder blades rose and fell as he began to advance, carefully positioning each paw as he 
went. 

Colly soon lost sight of him in the trees. Still she waited — hunting was all about patience and timing. 


Then, when she’d decided he must be in position, she began to edge forward, making no sound above the 


rustle of the branches in the wind. 

She froze as she heard a small thud. A cone had dropped to the ground. It was nothing to worry about, 
so she began to move again. 

Unfortunately the trees farther up the slope weren’t quite so numerous and didn’t provide much cover 
for her. So she took her time. She didn’t want to spook the prey too early — if it didn’t bolt back to where 
Bartleby was waiting, but to the left or right, the game was up. Their quarry would slip the net. But then 
she saw a felled tree on the ground ahead. She adjusted her path accordingly so the prey on the other side 
wouldn’t spot her. 

Her chest was brushing the forest floor, she was so low to the ground. 

What was odd was that she couldn’t get a clear picture of the prey from its scent. Both she and 
Bartleby were familiar with the smell of deer urine and droppings, and although there was the faintest 
whiff of these, they weren’t as strong as she would have expected. 

But maybe it was a lone deer, and not the full herd. She didn’t mind; a single animal would provide 
them with ample meat for the night. 

When she judged she must have gone far enough, she dug her feet into the ground in readiness. Then, 
hissing and growling and making as much noise as she could, she tore ahead at full speed. 

Limiters aren’t like Topsoil soldiers. 

Whatever environment they operate in, they live completely within it — using, eating, becoming what’s 
around them. The pair of Limiters smelled like the pine forest because they’d been hiding out in it for 
weeks. To sustain themselves, they’d eaten not just rabbit and any birds they could catch, but also fungi 
and the other abundant flora. In comparison to the Deeps, it was a veritable fast-food outlet. And, once or 
twice, they’d dined on the raw meat froma roe deer, the faint traces of which Bartleby had detected. 

Colly had left the ground with enough momentum to clear the felled tree when she saw something that 
didn’t fit. 

The glint of glass in a telescope. It was mounted on a tripod. 

And from behind the telescope appeared the Limiter’s skull-like face. 

A millisecond later she saw the flash of his scythe. 

With a warning meow, she arched her back and flailed her legs in a desperate bid to alter her 
trajectory. 

The felled trunk was in front of her. If only she could bring herself low enough to land on it — rather 
than go over it — she could use it to spring away. 

The Limiter had the scythe raised, ready. 

As he began to whip his arm to throw it at her, she heard Bartleby’s rasping growl. In order to save his 
mate, he’d attacked. In a blur of gray skin and bunched muscles, he cannoned straight into the Limiter’s 
back, his claws piercing deep into the man’s neck. 


But the scythe was already airborne. 


With a single rotation, the gleaming blade nicked Colly’s flank. Glancing off her, it continued for a few 
feet until it imbedded itself in a tree. 

It was only a superficial wound, but she still howled with shock. 

Hearing this, Bartleby became a whirling tornado of limbs. He wrapped himself around the Limiter’s 
head, raking at the soldier’s face with his hind legs. The Limiter was wearing some form of woolly hat, 
and Bartleby was about to bite down on it when the second Limiter thrust his scythe into the Hunter’s 
neck, at the base of his skull. It was a skillful and well-aimed strike, the blade severing the spinal cord. 

Bartleby let out a high-pitched wail that ended almost as soon as it began. 

Ended with a death rattle. 

The big cat was dead before he flopped to the ground. 

Colly knew what that rattle meant. 

She ran and ran, finding the tree they’d used to climb over the wall. 


She ran all the way back to the house. 
= E E 


Parry was sitting at the kitchen table, peering through his reading glasses at a cookbook with a tattered 
and stained cover. “Baste the joint every... ,” he was reading but stopped when Colly shot in through 
the doorway, crashing against his legs as she hid under the table. “Bloody hell! Filthy moggies are after 
our food again!” he shouted, leaping up. 

Mrs. Burrows inclined her head, inhaling sharply through her nose. “No, that’s not it,” she said quickly. 
She immediately swung around from the work surface, flour sprinkling from her hands. “Not it at all,” she 
added, as she crouched down beside the Hunter. “She’s very frightened.” 

Wiping her hands on her apron, she gently touched Colly, whose skin was running with sweat. “What’s 
wrong, girl?” She caught the smell of blood on the Hunter. “Fetch me a clean tea towel from the cupboard, 
will you?” she asked Parry, who raised his eyebrows, then went off to do as he’d been requested. 

“What happened?” Mrs. Burrows asked the cat, who’d lowered her head between her paws. She was 
still panting from the exertion of the dash home. 

“Here you are,” Parry said, passing the towel down to Mrs. Burrows, who began to wipe the sweat 
and blood from the cat. 

“Something’s definitely wrong,” Mrs. Burrows said again, as Colly rolled onto her side with a 
whimper. 

Parry frowned. “Why do you say that?” 

“T just know it. She’s very frightened, and she’s been hurt.” 

“Badly?” Parry asked, getting down on his knees. “Let me see.” 

“Its not serious — just some grazes and a small cut on her side,” Mrs. Burrows told him. “But 


something’s not right with her. I can feel it.” 


“Such as?” Parry said, as he watched her continue to wipe the animal down. 

“Well, where’s Bartleby? They’ve been inseparable since the day they met. When do you ever not see 
the two of them together?” 

Parry shrugged. “These bloody animals come and go as they please. Maybe the other one’s got himself 
trapped somewhere or had an accident?” He grunted as he got to his feet. “TIl ask the boys to have a scout 
around for him.” He was halfway out of the room when he paused. “Maybe Wilkie’s seen him.” 

As Mrs. Burrows laid a palm on Colly’s slightly extended belly, then took it away, a flour print of her 
hand was left on the cat’s smooth skin. 

A knowing look came into her sightless eyes, then she frowned. “I do hope nothing’s happened to him,” 
Mrs. Burrows said. “Not now.” 





THE BUTTOCK & FILE, one of the most popular watering holes in the Colony, stood at the intersection 
of two main roads. As the Second Officer passed by, it was completely deserted. It had once been a lively 
tavern — a meeting place for the Colonists after a day’s labors — but now the doors were bolted and the 
place silent. 

Several streets later, he turned the corner and immediately stopped. The area was one of the poorer 
ones and not well lit, and although the front doors of all the terraced houses were wide open, they were 
completely dark inside. But this wasn’t what had brought the Second Officer to a halt. Along the side of 
the street was a fifty-strong squad of uniformed New Germanians. As though they were shop mannequins, 
they waited in a single line, their wide, staring eyes to the front. 

There didn’t seem to be a Styx in attendance, but in the distance the Second Officer could see the 
Garrison building within the Styx compound. From the windows of the squat building came tiny sparks of 
purple-tinged light, like faraway stars glinting in an unknown constellation. The Second Officer shook his 
head — he’d never seen Dark Lights used on this scale before. 

A little while later he passed through the short access tunnel that led into the North Cavern. The cluster 
of huts was visible in the distance, ringed by a number of luminescent orbs on stands set up around the 
perimeter of the shantytown. The North Cavern was an agricultural area where much of the Colony’s 
produce was grown and, up until recently, the least densely populated of all its caverns. As he came 
nearer, he saw that even more of these basic dwellings had been built, taking the total number to at least 
several hundred. But despite the size of the new town, there were very few Colonists out in the open. 

The Second Officer had that sixth sense that those in police enforcement develop. If there had been any 
trouble, it was all over now. A crushed, thick silence hung over the place. As he continued down the 
track, in a clearing between the hotchpotch accretion of huts, he spotted the Third Officer slumped on the 
ground. He was holding his head. 

“You all right?” the Second Officer said as he immediately strode over to him. 

“Took a couple of punches,” the Third Officer replied shakily. “Nothing serious.” 

As the man raised his head, the Second Officer noticed the blood on his face. “Who did this to you?” 
he asked. 


The Third Officer pointed at the area beside one of the huts. “They did,” he said. 

Spotting the corpses, the Second Officer unclipped the police lantern from his belt and went to 
investigate. 

There were three of them, sprawled among rotting penny bun mushrooms that had been trampled into a 
gray mush. Not far from the bodies, a collapsible table lay on its side, cards scattered in the mud. 
“Cresswell,” the Second Officer said under his breath as he rolled the nearest corpse onto its back. “The 
blacksmith. He’s been shot in the neck.” 

The Third Officer mumbled something. Despite the fact that he was injured, the Second Officer ignored 
him. He had no time for the man — the Third Officer was a dullard, not at all suited to the job of 
policeman. An uncle on the Board of Governors had propelled him up the ranks, and for that he was 
universally disliked by his fellow officers. 

The Second Officer was the first to admit that he wasn’t the brightest orb in the Colony, but he had 
what his sister called “Earth Smarts” — he was streetwise and shrewd enough to get by. And he’d been 
promoted to his current rank based on his determination and years of sheer hard graft. 

The Third Officer was mumbling again. 

“Shush a minute,” the Second Officer silenced him, moving on to the next corpse. “Grayson... a 
stonemason,” he said. As he rolled the body over to inspect the gunshot wound in it, the ace of hearts slid 
from where it had been concealed in the man’s sleeve. 

Clutching his forehead, the Third Officer had staggered to his feet and was pointing at the last of the 
bodies. “And Cresswell’s cousin, Walsh,” he said. 

“Yes, so I see. Another precise shot to the neck,” the Second Officer observed. It was indeed Heraldo 
Walsh, a heavily muscled, squat man with a distinctive red scarf tied around his neck. The Second Officer 
scratched his chin as he pieced the scene together. “So Cresswell and Grayson were playing cards... 
gambling with these packs of tobacco as the stakes,” he said, inclining his head at the foil packets lying 
among the scattered cards. “They argued, probably because Grayson was trying to bamboozle him, then 
Walsh came to his cousin’s aid.” 

“When I stepped in to break up the fight, all three started on me instead,” the Third Officer said. “And 
a mob had formed — I thought they were going to lynch me.” 

The Second Officer blew through his lips. “These days people have no respect for the law,” he said, 
knowing there was a single and rather crucial piece of the puzzle still missing. He thought he knew the 
answer, but he had to ask the question. “And who fired the sh —?” He clammed up immediately as he 
became aware of the Limiter. The soldier had materialized behind him like a ghost, his rifle at his 
shoulder. This was no great surprise in itself; it was general knowledge that Limiters had been drafted to 
stop pilfering from the penny bun fields deeper in the cavern. 

And the Limiter’s presence explained how the men had been killed with such extreme precision, but 


the Second Officer was still more than a little bemused by one of the deaths. It was generally known that 


Heraldo Walsh had been in the pay of the Styx, snooping on Colonists for them and occasionally stirring 
things up when it suited them. Not exactly a model citizen, Walsh had led a charmed life until this moment, 
getting away with far more than most Colonists because of the latitude the Styx granted him. 

“Took your time getting here,” the Limiter snarled in a low voice. The Second Officer was about to 
explain that he’d traveled all the way down from the Quarter, when the Limiter kicked Heraldo Walsh’s 
head. 

The Second Officer didn’t have much cause to deal with Limiters, and quite frankly, they terrified the 
living daylights out of him. He steeled himself to say something, because he would need to know all the 
facts for his report on the incident. 

“Although they assaulted a policeman, I don’t see any weapons on these men. Was it necessary to shoot 
them?” 

The Limiter snapped his head toward the Second Officer, bringing the full force of his eyes on him. 
They were like two points of fire set deep in the man’s grizzled and scarred face. The Second Officer was 
a seasoned policeman, and he’d seen some truly horrible things in his time, but now he shivered. It was as 
though he were peering through twin windows into hell itself. 

“Tt’s up to you to take care of your own,” the Limiter growled. “You weren’t here.” 

The Second Officer swallowed a “Yes,” then looked away from the soldier. He knew he should remain 
silent, but he continued nervously, “There’ |! need to be an inquiry. We’ll move the corpses to the m —” 

“No inquiry,” the Limiter said in a voice like distant thunder, gripping his long rifle as if he were 
considering using it again, but this time on the Second Officer. “And you leave the corpses where they are. 
As an example to the rest.” In the blink of an eye he’d gone, slipping back into the shadows. 

“No inquiry,” the Second Officer muttered. So now the Styx were summarily dishing out the death 
penalty without any form of judicial process. He and the Third Officer exchanged glances but said nothing 
to each other, because it wasn’t their place to question the Styx. 

“Appalling,” the Second Officer sighed, as he stepped slowly between the bodies in their attitudes of 
death. Children would wake the next morning to see them covered in slugs — that’s if any stray Hunters 
hadn’t chewed pieces off them during the night. 

The Second Officer sent the Third Officer home to recover, then spent several hours doing the rounds 
between the huts. Everyone was keeping well out of sight after the incident, but from behind closed doors 
he caught sounds of women crying, and also the rumble of angry, dissenting voices. In a couple of the huts 
where the doors had been left open, eyes flashed resentfully at him as the red bowls of pipes glowed. 

The Second Officer was finally relieved by one of his colleagues and, his feet aching from all the 
patrolling, returned home. Letting himself quietly in lest he wake anyone at that late hour, he heard sounds 
coming from the kitchen. 

“Hello, Mother!” he said as he entered the steamy room, surprised to see her up. 


The old lady started, spinning around from the stove. “Oh, ’ello, son,” she said. “You must be all done 


in. Go and put yer feet up by the fire. Me and Eliza ’ad our dinnah, but I’ve kept yours nice ’n’ piping. You 
can ’ave it on your knees.” 

In the sitting room, the Second Officer lowered himself gratefully into his armchair. He glanced 
wearily across at Will’s spade, left in a prominent position on top of the sideboard. After they’d 
discovered it in the room, his mother and sister had intentionally left it on show as a reminder, almost a 
warning to him, following the episode with Mrs. Burrows. But it had quite the opposite effect — he was 
comforted to see it there. It reminded him of Celia. 

“ °Ere you are, love,” his mother said, plonking the tray, with a massive bowl on it, in the Second 
Officer’s lap. He was ravenous, and eagerly snatched up the spoon and began to shovel the food down 
with much slurping — the usual abysmal table manners found throughout the Colony. 

His mother was gabbling away ten to the dozen as he ate. “I couldn’t believe it when the Styx pitched 
up at number twenty-three and moved the Smiths out, there ’n’ then. It was a sorry sight. Mrs. S had her 
dresses under ’er arm — some of the ones I stitched for ’er, too. Er daughter made a right spectickle of 
’erself. She was ’owling and giving it the full waterworks and all that — you should ’ave ’eard ’er. But 
Mr. S just went where they led him, his ’ead down, like ’e was going to the gallows. It was ’eartrending 
to watch. Bet it was ’orrible, too, in the North.” She raised a hand up as if she couldn’t bear to hear 
anything about it, then waited expectantly for her son to tell her. 

When he didn’t, she went on. “You know I wouldn’t blame you if you ’ad gone above grass with that 
Topsoiler woman. They don’t give a tinker’s about us these days, the Styx. This isn’t somewhere for a 
young person to be, though you and Eliza are ’ardly spring chickens no more.” 

The Second Officer stopped chewing, his spoon poised in front of his mouth. This was not the way the 
old lady ever spoke about the Colony or the Styx. One of the most respectful members of their society, she 
would never normally hear a bad word said about anyone in authority. 

“Mother!” the Second Officer exclaimed. “You don’t mean that!” 

She bowed her head. She hadn’t combed her thinning gray hair after her nap, and it was as disheveled 
as a wind-ravaged bird’s nest. “I do, ’fraid to say,” she whispered in a downbeat way. “I do. I think it’s 
all over for us now.” 

“You don’t really believe that.” There was a note of reprimand in the Second Officer’s voice, even 
though he was talking with his mouth full. Realizing that gravy was dripping from his spoon onto his blue 
tunic, he sat up so any spillage would instead be caught by the tray. As he did so, he sniffed, catching the 
aroma coming from the stew. “This is tasty,” he complimented his mother in an attempt to lift her spirits. 
“You’ve really outdone yourself.” He frowned. “But we never normally have rat on weekdays, do we?” 

He stirred the watery gravy in the bowl. As he did so, something floated up from the bottom. 

Although the heat had turned most of it a dull gray, in one place the greyhound’s tiny eyeball still had a 
pinkish hue to it. 

He dropped the spoon in the bowl. 


“You didn’t!” 

His mother was up and out of her chair and beetling rapidly toward the door. “Times are ’ard. There’s 
not enough food to go r —” 

“You monstrous old hag!” the Second Officer shouted, throwing the tray across the room. “You did! 


You cooked my bloody dog!” 
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“I hear my father got you behind the wheel, so why don’t you do the honors?” Drake lobbed the car keys 
at Will. “And take it slowly because I want to brief you both on the way,” he said, pointing at the track 
that led to the woods. 

He continued to talk as they trundled along. “I’m going to introduce you to some old friends. They 
aren’t exactly used to having people around, so you have to tread carefully with them.” 

“Why? Who are they?” Chester asked from the backseat. 

“They’re here on the estate because they didn’t have anywhere else to go. They’ve all worked with 
Parry in the past — even as far back as his tours in Malaya. Many of them are... how can I put it... ?” 
Drake ran a hand over his clean-shaven scalp as he chose the right words. “Battle weary. And some of 
them were deemed too much of a liability to be allowed back into the general populace. So Parry 
undertook to the authorities that he’d give them a home here.” 

The boys absorbed this, then Will ventured, “So are they dangerous?” 

“Potentially, yes. These men have served their country in ways you couldn’t even begin to imagine. 
They’ ve been to the dark side — a place you don’t return from unscathed.” 

As Will recognized the gate with the danger sign on it, Drake told him to stop. He slowed the Land 
Rover to a juddering halt and turned off the ignition. Drake made no move to get out, so the boys remained 
in their seats. 

“But how well do you know these people?” Will asked. 

“They were around while I was growing up. My mother died young, and they helped Parry to look after 
me, particularly as he went abroad a lot. They were kind of like my extended family.” Drake smiled to 
himself. “A bunch of extremely strange but incredibly interesting uncles.” 

“But why are we meeting them?” Chester asked. “Why not my dad and Mrs. Burrows?” 

Drake swiveled around in his seat so he could speak to Will and Chester at the same time. “You have 
no idea how much you’ ve both changed, do you?” 

“What do you mean?” Will said, exchanging a glance with Chester. 

“When I first took you under my wing in the Deeps, you were a couple of baby-faced kids, with no idea 
what you were doing. But you have now.” Drake let his words sink in before he went on. “I know it hasn’t 
been easy for you with the Styx on your tail.” 

“You can say that again,” Chester muttered. 


“And it shows,” Drake said. “These men will recognize that in you. They’ve been there, too, in their 
lives. And I need them to realize that the threat is real, and persuade them to come on board. . . . I need 
them with us if we’ve got a snowball’s chance of beating the Styx.” 

As they got out of the vehicle, Drake turned to them. “Make sure you haven’t got anything electrical on 
you. Anything with a current. A flashlight, for example.” 

Will and Chester checked their pockets, then Will remembered his digital watch. “Just this, but it only 
has a small batt —” 

“Doesn’t matter. Take it off,” Drake interrupted. “If he’s not expecting it, you can’t take anything like 
that near him.” 

“Who’s not expecting it?” Chester inquired, becoming quite unnerved. 

“First up, we’re meeting Captain Sweeney. He’s known as Sparks, but you shouldn’t call him that — 
not yet, anyway.” 

Will undid the strap on his watch and left it on the car seat. Then Drake unlatched the gate and began 
down the track, the same track that Chester and Will had run along a few days earlier to reach the woods. 

“Through here,” Drake directed as Will spotted the moss-covered roof he’d noticed before. Drake left 
the path to descend the embankment. He pushed into what seemed to be a tangle of impenetrable bracken, 
but in its midst was a narrow track that took them to the crofter’s cottage at the bottom of a small hollow. 

It was difficult to believe anyone lived in the building, which was completely ramshackle. Although 
the front windows were intact, they were virtually opaque from the bloom of algae on the glass. 

“Stay behind me, and it’s better if you don’t speak. If he does ask you anything, keep your voice low . . 
. and I mean really low,” Drake said. He knocked once on the door — so gently as to hardly make a noise 
— and nudged it open on its rusting hinges. 

Drake stepped into the darkness with Will and Chester shuffling blindly behind him as they wondered 
what they were getting themselves into. The only noise in the room came from their boots crunching in the 
loose dirt on the bare stone floor, and the air smelled fusty and damp. Unable to see anything, the boys 
kept close to Drake, until Will felt pressure from Drake’s hand on his arm, which he took as a sign to stop. 
“Hello, Sparks,” Drake said softly. “Hope we’ve come at a convenient time?” 

“Sure, I was expecting you. Your father said you’d be dropping by,” a gruff voice responded from a far 
corner. Will and Chester listened as Drake advanced toward the voice, but as much as they strained their 
eyes, they were unable to make out who was there in the gloom. A match was struck and an oil lantern 
began to glow wanly through a carbon-streaked shade. 

Beyond Drake’s silhouetted body, someone else was just visible. Although it was still difficult to 
discern much by the light of the hissing lantern, the man was a good six inches taller than Drake and built 
like a bear. “Been far too long,” the man added in a rumble, although there was affection evident in his 
voice. 


“Yes, it has,” Drake said. 


“You’ve brought them both with you. I suppose you’d like me to come outside so they can meet me 
properly?” 

With Drake guiding them, Will and Chester retraced their steps back through the front door. Like a 
wraith reluctantly showing itself, the man emerged into the daylight. Although his face was far from clean, 
the boys saw that around each of his eyes was a Series of concentric circles, suggesting something under 
the skin. The lines were almost black, and the effect was quite disarming — it was evocative of a face 
decorated for some tribal ritual. 

As Will regarded the man, he couldn’t help but think of Uncle Tam, who’d been similarly well built. 
However, Sweeney looked like he could have given Uncle Tam a run for his money. He had massive 
shoulders and his wrists, where they emerged from his army woolly pully, were thick and muscular. 

He was also wearing a pair of stained and loose-fitting camouflage trousers, and on his head was an 
army-issue cold-weather hat with flaps hanging down over both ears. As he removed it from his head, the 
inside reflected the light as if it were lined with metal foil. 

“Does that help?” Drake asked. 

“Not much,” Sweeney grumbled in reply. 

Now that the man was without his headgear, Will could see that his forehead was also crossed with an 
intricate lattice of raised lines. Will found it difficult to tell how old Sweeney was because of his strange 
face, but estimated from his thinning gray hair that he had to be at least in his sixties. 

Narrowing his bizarre eyes, Sweeney studied Will and Chester in turn. “Told you anything about me, 
has he?” he demanded, sticking a thumb in Drake’s direction. 

The boys shook their heads mutely. 

“Thought not,” he said, then cleared his throat. “Forty years ago, I was in the Marines, the SBS, to be 
precise. But there’s a history of progressive myopia in the family, and my eyesight was on the slide. So it 
was either a discharge on medical grounds or spend the rest of my career shuffling papers behind a desk, 
when this boffin chap from an army research program showed up at the barracks, asking for me. It was as 
though I was being offered a miracle; he promised he’d fix my eyes so I could go back into active service. 
The army was my life, and I couldn’t imagine doing anything else, so I grabbed the opportunity. But you 
know what they say. . .” 

“Never volunteer for anything,” Drake put in with a smile. 

“Too right. Anyway, it was all to do with perception enhancement for combat applications.” With two 
fingers Sweeney described a figure eight around his eyes as if he were administering himself a 
benediction. “You see, by surgically implanting some gizmos in my retinas and ears, then boosting nerve 
conductivity and the synapses in my noodle, my vision and hearing were tuned to way beyond human 
limits. A side effect is that my reaction times are pretty fast, too.” He cleared his throat uneasily. “I was 
the third soldier the surgeons got their mitts on, and by the time it was my turn to be opened up and 


rewired, lucky for me they’d got their act together. More or less. The other guinea pigs weren’t so 


fortunate — one poor sap died on the table, and the other was paralyzed from the neck down.” 

As Drake had directed them, Will and Chester remained silent. Filled with awe, they simply stared at 
the man as he continued. “So . .. I’m fast, and I can see and hear things you can’t,” Sweeney said, then 
peered down at the hat in his hands. 

“Which is mighty handy for night ops and deep jungle insertions,” Drake explained. 

“Yes, that was how they deployed me — three decades of skulking around in the dark,” Sweeney said, 
nodding as he looked up. “Everything is amplified . . . supercharged. . . . If I’m not prepared for it, loud 
noises can be excruciating.” He frowned, the grid on his forehead forming a succession of Vs. “But, in the 
end, what gets you is that there’s no off switch. What they didn’t envisage was the 24/7 sensory overload. 
It can drive you clean off your rocker.” 

He pointed loosely at the woods and cocked his head to one side. “Right now, I can hear insects 
burrowing under the bark in those trees. They sound like jackhammers.” He swung in the direction that 
Drake and the boys had come from. “And the vehicle you left by the gate . . . I can hear the engine block 
cooling, It’s like icebergs exploding in here.” Sweeney raised his hands to his temples but didn’t touch 
them. “And there’s no way to make it stop.” 

“You can really hear all that?” Will asked quietly. 

“Sure. And as for my eyes, I can put up with sunlight, but only for limited stretches.” 

“Me, too,” Will muttered. 

Sweeney looked at him with incomprehension before continuing. “The real downside, though, is that 
anything with a current can play havoc with the circuitry in my bonce. So I’ve no choice but to live 
completely without power here in my cottage. I burn oil for the little light I need, and cook on a 
woodstove. Sometimes I feel like I’m back in the flipping Middle Ages.” 

“And don’t try playing hide-and-seek with Sparks — he’ll beat you hands down,” Drake advised with 
a grin as he tried to lighten the mood. “He can locate you just by your breathing.” 

“Come on, I let you win every now and then.” Sweeney let out a low, booming laugh, then swung his 
huge arm around Drake’s shoulders and squeezed him so hard his feet left the ground. Releasing Drake, 
Sweeney then leaned in toward him. “You and I need to talk,” he said, flicking his outlandish eyes in Will 
and Chester’s direction. “Very nice to meet you, lads.” 

“PII see you two back at the car,” Drake said, and the boys set off up the incline, leaving him alone 


with Sweeney. 
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Once Drake had rejoined them, it was Chester’s turn at the wheel. When Will figured they had driven far 
enough that Sweeney wouldn’t be able to eavesdrop, he asked, “Can’t all the stuff in his head be taken 
out, so he’s normal again?” 


“Maybe, but he didn’t want them tampering with his brain a second time. Yanking out the wires after so 


long might cause all sorts of problems,” Drake answered, glancing over his shoulder at Will. “Sparks is 
pretty highly strung and can get a bit crotchety at times. But he’ll be very useful to us if I can persuade him 
to go operational again.” 

Will made a face. “Just as long as he’s on our side.” 

Drake nodded. “Know what you mean. And in a way, he’s similar to your mother — with both of them 
on the team, we’ll have the next best thing to a Styx radar. All of which is rather apposite, considering 
who we’re seeing next.” 

“And who’s that?” Will asked. 

“Professor Danforth,” Drake replied. “He worked in defense electronics, in areas like low-level radar 
and fail-safes for nuclear weaponry. Now he just potters around at home. .. . Well, sort of. The Prof is the 
cleverest man I’ve ever known — an out-and-out genius.” Drake gestured at the last building in the row. 
“Stop over there.” 

As the Land Rover ground to a halt, Will glanced at the rather twee cottage with its hanging baskets of 
red and yellow primulas beside the door and windows. 

“Anything we need to know,” Chester asked as they got out and began toward the cottage, “before we 
meet him?” 

“Not particularly — he’s pretty harmless, but he’s got a hang-up about being touched. Thinks he might 
catch something,” Drake said, going to the front door and placing his palm over what appeared to be a 
glass panel set into its surface. With a series of solid clunks, bolts retracted in the frame, and the door 
swung open. 

As they entered the brightly lit interior, the boys were at once struck by the contrast with Sweeney’s 
cottage. The interior was warm and dry, and the walls were a dark yellow and hung with fussy little 
watercolors of rural scenes. More pictures were arranged on the mantelpiece above the fireplace, and the 
Georgian furniture in the room was so highly waxed, it shone. 

A man rose from an armchair. Sporting a pair of thick spectacles, he was neatly turned out in a russet- 
colored waistcoat and fawn trousers. He’d been working on something by the light from the window, and 
placed it on the table beside his chair before he came over. He was birdlike in his movements and his 
shoulders stooped. He resembled some ancient uncle. 

Drake towered over the diminutive man as the two faced each other. “After all these years, your palm 
scanner still works like a dream,” Drake said, holding his hand up and spreading his fingers as if the 
gesture were some form of special greeting between them. “And you left my imprint in the system.” 

“Of course — unlike your father, I never believed anything untoward had befallen you. I knew you’d be 
back with us one day,” Danforth said, adding with a chuckle, “The devil looks after his own.” He turned 
away from Drake. “And these are the boys he mentioned. . . . I mean Parry, not the devil — although I 
sometimes ask myself if they’re one and the same.” 

He focused on Will through his pebble-thick spectacles. “Albinism . . . so yov’ ll be Will Burrows... 


yes ...” The Professor’s gaze became distant as he recited, “His head and his hairs were white like 
wool, as white as snow; and his eyes were as a flame of fire.” 

Then the full force of Danforth’s scrutiny was back on Will. “Albinism . . . aka achromia, achromasia, 
or achromatosis. Occurrence about one in seventeen thousand, a recessive inherited genetic condition,” he 
said, the words pouring out in an uninterrupted gush. 

“Er ... hello,” Will mumbled when the Professor finally fell silent, more than a little taken aback by 
all the attention he was receiving. Will automatically offered the man his hand, but Danforth immediately 
retreated a step, muttering what sounded like “Egg . . . breaking my egg.” He cleared his throat at great 
volume and switched his attention to Chester. “And you’ll be Rawls. Good, good.” 

Annoyed with himself that he’d forgotten Drake’s advice about the Professor’s dislike of physical 
contact, Will was examining what the man had been working on when they’d entered. Laid out on a small 
cushion some ten inches square was a piece of lace, with many bobbins dangling from its sides. It was 
largely unfinished, but in the completed areas, Danforth had stitched the most involved and intricate 
geometric patterns. 

“An anachronism, I know, but it assists my mental processes,” the Professor explained, noticing Will’s 
interest. “I find that cogitation is a largely preconscious activity.” 

As Will nodded back at him, Danforth flicked his eyes in Drake’s direction. “I taught this 
whippersnapper everything he knows. Tutored him in basic electronics when he still couldn’t tie his own 
shoelaces. I took him on as my apprentice.” 

“Merlin’s apprentice,” Drake said, an affectionate smile on his face. “How could I forget; we began 
with a cat’s-whisker radio when I was three or four, then quickly progressed to robotics and exploding 
drones.” 

“Exploding drones?” Chester inquired. 

“Remote-controlled airplanes to military spec, which carried our home-made explosives,” Drake 
replied. “Parry put a stop to our test flights on the estate when one crashed into the greenhouse and nearly 
blew Old Wilkie’s head off.” 

The Professor twitched impatiently as if all this had begun to bore him. “Yes, well, I received your 
package with the components and the drawings. Fascinating stuff, I must say.” He removed his glasses and 
began to polish them with an obsessive thoroughness. The mannerism was so familiar to Will that he 
nearly gasped; it struck him that there was much about Danforth that was reminiscent of Dr. Burrows, 
Will’s late father. And the similarity wasn’t lost on Chester, who seemed to pick up on it at the same time. 
Catching Will’s eye, he gave hima small nod. 

Danforth was in full flow, as if he’d launched into a lecture. “The Styx — by pursuing a parallel 
evolutionary course to us with their scientific development — have come up with some truly 
groundbreaking technology. Their accomplishments in both subsonics and mind control are something the 
U.S. military were frantically trying to develop in the sixties. And, I can tell you, the Americans would 


pay a pretty penny to get their h —” 

“But did you get anywhere with the Dark Light?” Drake interrupted. 

“Did I get anywhere?” the Professor said as if Drake’s question were an affront. “What do you think? 
Step this way.” In his strange gait, he hopped toward the rear wall of the room, where there was a 
bookcase and — as Drake had done when he placed his hand on the scanner outside — Danforth now 
pressed his palm against what appeared to be an ordinary mirror. The middle section of the bookcase 
clicked and swung open, revealing a hidden room. 

“I swear it’s Dexter’s Laboratory,” Chester whispered irreverently to Will as they all followed 
Danforth into the room, which, from floor to ceiling, was filled with electronic equipment. A bewildering 
array of lights blinked on and off in different sequences on the various units. 

But they clearly weren’t stopping there, as the Professor headed for a set of narrow wooden Stairs in 
the corner, at the top of which Will and Chester found themselves in a long attic. At more than a hundred 
feet from end to end, it evidently ran the full length of the row of cottages and, again, was filled with 
equipment, although much of this was obscured by dust sheets. Beyond some test benches, at the very end 
of the attic, was a metal chair bolted to the floor. As Danforth reached it, he wheeled a trolley into view, 
on which were many boxes of electronics. 

The Professor hit a switch, and a green line skittered across a small circular display, settling down into 
an undulating sine wave. Then he held up what was evidently some form of harness for a head, with two 
pads to cover the eyes, and numerous wires connecting it to the equipment on the trolley. 

“Did I get anywhere?” Danforth said once again with indignation, waving the device in front of Drake. 
“Of course I did. Here’s what you asked for — an antidote to the Dark Light.” He pressed a switch on the 
back of the harness, and with a hum the eye pads began to glow an intense purple. As Danforth turned with 
the harness still in his hands, Will caught sight of the purple light. He felt a prickling behind his eyes, then 
a rapid swell of pressure as if something — a traction beam — was trying to drag both his eyeballs from 
their sockets. 

He let out an involuntary breath and staggered back. He’d only caught the briefest glimpse of the light, 
but it was as though the spiked ball of energy had pushed its way inside his cranium again. “No,” he 
grunted, overwhelmed by a welter of unwanted memories of the Dark Light sessions that the Styx had put 
him through when he and Chester had been imprisoned in the Hold. 

After he recovered, he found Drake was watching him. “It affected you, too?” Drake asked. 

As Will swallowed a “Yes” in response, Danforth was making a trilling noise. “Good, good. It’s far 
more potent than the Styx’s efforts,” he said, sounding delighted. 

Keeping his eyes shielded from the glowing pads on the headset, Drake addressed Danforth. “So 
you’re saying this apparatus will purge anyone who’s been Darklit?” 

“Theoretically, yes,” Danforth replied as he turned the headset off. “The ancillary sensors take a 


reading of the subject’s normalized alpha brain activity,” he said, glancing at the green wave flowing 


across the small screen. “Then I employ a feedback loop to erase anything extraneous — anything extra 
the Styx might have implanted.” 

“And you’re sure it works?” Drake asked. “Without any unwelcome side effects? No memory loss or 
mental impairment of any kind?” 

The Professor gave an impatient sigh. “Yes, according to my calculations, it'll work. And when have I 
ever been wrong?” 

“T suppose there’s only one way to find out,” Drake decided on the spot. Shrugging off his jacket and 
dropping it on the floor, he immediately climbed into the chair. “Let’s do it.” 

Will and Chester were flabbergasted. “Drake, do you really think this is such a good —?” Chester 
began. 

Drake cut across him. “How else can we tell if it works? We can hardly test it out on a rabbit, can 
we?” 

“But we could try it on Bartleby first,” Will suggested. “He was Darklit, too.” 

Danforth had no time for such objections. Gingerly proffering the harness to Chester because he didn’t 
want the boy too near him, he inclined his head toward Drake. “Put this on him. Make sure the sensors are 
fixed firmly on the temples or the readings won’t be reliable,” the man ordered. 

“OK,” Chester agreed reluctantly. He seated the harness on Drake’s bald scalp while Danforth made 
adjustments to the controls on the boxes of electronics. 

“Help, will you?” the Professor snapped at Will. “Strap him in. Make sure he’s buckled tight.” 

Will looked at Chester with a blank expression, then he did as he’d been told, making sure Drake’s 
arms and legs were secured to the chair by the various straps. 

There was a moment of silence as the Professor made the last adjustments. Again it struck Will how 
much like his dead father the scientist was €@ it didn’t seem to matter to him one jot that there was a 
person in the chair who, if the process backfired, could be hurt. And, more than this, Danforth had known 
Drake from the time he was a child, and had evidently had a huge influence on him. Drake’s specialization 
in optoelectronics and his time studying it at university must have arisen from Danforth’s influence, and 
yet the Professor was only interested in finding out if his contraption worked. Dr. Burrows had been the 
same, sacrificing anything and anyone around him if it was necessary in his quest for knowledge and 
discovery. 

“All systems go,” Danforth announced, clicking a switch. For several seconds nothing happened. 
Drake remained still in the chair, his eyes covered by the pads. 

Will’s anger and resentment grew to the point that he felt like punching Danforth. He wanted to call a 
stop to the proceedings and free Drake from the chair, but then the birdlike man spoke. 

“Tve taken the normalized readings,” he announced. “Now for the purge.” He jabbed a button. 

Drake twitched several times. Then he cried out at the top of his lungs, his body arching in the chair 
and his muscles going into such severe contraction that Will thought he might actually snap the bindings 


around his wrists and ankles. 

The humming of the boxes seemed to resonate through everything in the attic. A small amount of purple 
light was leaking from around the edges of the eye pads, which meant Will found it difficult to look 
directly at Drake’s face. 

Chester muttered, “Oh no,” as he saw the sweat coursing down Drake’s face and soaking his shirt. 

“You can tell that he’s had quite a degree of conditioning,” Danforth noted drily as if he were 
commenting on the weather. “I’m going to increase the amplitude now, to complete the purge.” He twisted 
a dial. 

Drake’s mouth was open, but there was no sound any longer, no scream. The tendons in his neck and 
wrists were stretched so tight that they looked as though they might burst through his skin. Then he began 
to babble. 

“My God, listen. . . that’s Styx!” Chester exclaimed. “He’s speaking in Styx!” 

Will listened in astonishment as Drake’s lips moved, and the bizarre sounds came from the back of his 
throat in short bursts, like the tearing of dry paper. It was so strange to hear a non-Styx speaking in their 
tongue. “We should be recording th —” 

“We are,” Danforth interrupted, pointing at the apex of the roof directly above the chair, where a 
mirrored dome was fixed. 

“Elliott might be able to tell us what he’s saying,” Chester suggested as the Professor waved his hand 
through the air in a flourish. 

“And that should be it,” he announced. 

He flicked a switch. The humming reduced and the purple light in the eye pads dimmed as Drake 
slumped loosely forward. 

“Take it all off him now,” Danforth ordered Chester, who quickly did as he was told, removing the 
harness and the sensors from Drake’s dripping skin. 

Will undid the straps binding him to the chair, then stood up. “Drake? Hello?” he said, his voice 
concerned as he took hold of the man’s arm and shook it. “Are you all right?” 

Drake didn’t move, his head slumped onto his chest. He appeared to be out for the count. 

“What do we do now?” Will asked, stepping back. 

“Slap him,” the Professor said, kneading one hand with the other as if the thought of doing it himself 
was abhorrent. 

“You mean it?” Chester quizzed him. 

“Yes,” Danforth confirmed. “Slap him.” 

“OK, then.” Chester propped up Drake’s head, then struck him. 

Danforth hissed, “Put your back into it, boy. Hit him harder than that.” 

But Chester was spared the task as Drake’s head jerked up. “He’s awake,” Chester said gratefully. 


“Tell me how many,” the Professor asked as he thrust three fingers in front of Drake’s face. “How 


many do you see?” 

“Four and twenty blackbirds,” Drake answered drunkenly, squinting through his half-lidded eyes. 

“Slap him again,” Danforth said. 

Chester swallowed and went to do it, but Drake caught his hand before it made contact with his face. 

“I was joking, for God’s sake,” Drake exclaimed as he sat up straight in the chair and mopped the 
sweat from his brow. “I’m perfectly all right.” 

Will was looking at Drake with disapproval. 

“I know, I know,” Drake said, then drew in a deep breath. “In normal circumstances, I wouldn’t have 
taken the risk. But with what’s facing us, I have to do everything I can to improve the odds.” 

“Are you sure you don’t feel any different?” Will asked, scrutinizing him. “Your voice sounds funny.” 

“No, I’m fine. Really. I’ve bitten my tongue — that’s all,” Drake replied. He did sound slightly odd, 
and perhaps it was because of their relief that he’d come through unharmed, but Will and Chester couldn’t 
help themselves — they both began to laugh helplessly. “Thanks a bunch, you two,” Drake said, feeling 
the end of his tongue. He smiled, but then his expression became serious. “I suppose we won’t know how 
well it’s worked until we run into the Styx again.” 

“Ye of little faith,” Danforth said testily. 

Drake groaned as he lifted himself from the chair. It took him a few seconds to find his legs, then he 
turned to examine the boxes of electronics on the trolley. “Can you miniaturize this kit? We need it to be 
portable so we can deprogram subjects in the field.” 

“Already made a start on a handheld version,” the Professor replied. “Now, who’s up next?” he asked, 
looking at Will with cold detachment. 

“Well ... me . . . I suppose,” Will gulped. 

“Shouldn’t be too bad,” Drake tried to reassure the boy as he took off his jacket and climbed into the 
chair. “Remember, we’ve already negated the death wish they planted in you.” 

“Yes, that’s true, Will,” Chester agreed, trying his best to sound upbeat. “You don’t want to throw 
yourself off buildings anymore, do you?” he said as he put the harness on his friend’s head and made sure 
the sensors were in contact with his temples. 

“Not until this moment,” Will said under his breath. 

Drake finished buckling the restraints on Will’s arms and legs, then rolled up a handkerchief and 
placed it in the boy’s mouth. “Here . . . bite down on this,” he advised. “I don’t want you losing the tip of 
your tongue.” 

“Thanks,” Will said through the handkerchief. He could hear the Professor clicking switches, but he 
couldn’t see anything with the eye pads in place. “I just know this is going to be horrible,” he tried to say. 

“Be quiet and keep still,” Danforth scolded him. “So I’ve taken the normalized wave pattern . . . and 
now I...” 


As he threw the main switch, the darkness became an intense purple, gushing into Will’s head. Then 


there was severe pain, but not from any particular part of his body — in fact, he wasn’t aware of his body 
as he pitched forward into a huge space where there were bursts of white light, precisely as if camera 
flashes were going off. The flashes came more and more frequently, and between them Will caught 
fleeting glimpses of dark figures. He realized that he was seeing the two Styx from the Dark Light sessions 
he had been subjected to all those months ago after he was captured in the Quarter. But what was most 
bizarre was that everything seemed to be playing backward. 

There was more pain, as though his head were about to explode. Quite suddenly it stopped, and he 
found that Drake and Chester were leaning over him. 

“OK?” Drake asked. 

“Sure,” Will said, although his mouth felt bone dry and his arms ached. 

“T thought you were going to burst my eardrums with all that screaming,” Chester said quietly. “You 
spat the hand-kerchief out and nearly blew the roof off. Thank God you’re all right!” 

Will noticed how pale his friend was. “Why? What happened?” he asked. “And where’s the 
Professor?” 

“You’ve been out cold for about ten minutes,” Drake told him. 

The Professor appeared — he’d evidently been downstairs. “Ah, he’s come around. So we won’t be 
needing the smelling salts or the first-aid kit,” he said tetchily. 

“You had us worried,” Drake said. “The Styx must have put more programming into you than Pd 
anticipated. We’ll probably never know what it was now that it’s been weeded out.” 

Chester curled his lip as if he’d tasted something unpleasant. “You were speaking Styx — it was so 
creepy.” 

“What? Me, too?” Will said. “Weird. I really don’t remember anything.” 

Then it was Chester’s turn to be treated with Danforth’s Purger, as they’d begun to refer to the 
apparatus. At first he hardly broke into a sweat, but then his face was streaming and he, too, cried out and 
began to babble away in what sounded like Styx. And he was barely conscious at the end of the treatment. 

“Suppose that means they stuck something in my head, too, while they had us in the Hold,” he said, 
once he’d drunk some water and had a chance to recover. 

“Pm afraid so. They don’t miss an opportunity, do they?” Drake said. “The only consolation is that 
your reaction was less severe than mine or Will’s, so I assume you had less of it than we did.” 

“Power down,” Danforth announced, as he turned off the last box on the trolley, and the humming faded 
away to nothing. “A very satisfactory outcome, I’d say.” 

As they were leaving the Professor’s house, Drake turned to the peculiar little man. “And what about 
Jiggs — is he around?” he asked. 

“We’re not talking at the moment,” Danforth replied. “He’s probably watching us from those trees over 
there. He spends the night up in them now, you know, like some baboon. He still can’t abide being cooped 


up after his tenure at Wormwood Scrubs.” 


“Right,” Drake said, as if none of this came as a surprise. “Give him my best if you do happen to bump 
into him.” 

“Not likely,” the Professor replied, closing the front door. 

As Will and Chester trailed after Drake on the way back to the Land Rover, they were peering at the 
area of woodland and wondering what Jiggs had been in prison for, and also what sort of man would 
Sleep ina tree. 

“You won’t spot him, you know. Not even if he was ten feet away from us,” Drake said without looking 
at the boys as he strode over to the car. “That’s what Jiggs does. He hides. And he’s very good at it.” 
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BARTLEBY HAD FAILED to return for two full days, and Will and Chester went on yet another outing 
to look for him, this time accompanied by Mrs. Burrows. 

“He could be anywhere,” Chester said, walking on the muddy path beside the bulrushes at the edge of 
the lake. He stopped to peer at the water. “And if he’s fallen in and drowned, we’ll never find him. He 
might have been after the fish.” 

“He’s not that careless — and anyway, he can swim. I’m sure he’s OK, wherever he is,” Will said 
hollowly. He was trying his best to remain positive, but Chester was unconvinced. 

“Tf you say so,” he murmured. 

Will was nodding slowly to himself. “I bet he just shows up at the house again, like nothing’s 
happened.” 

“No,” Mrs. Burrows said abruptly. 

Both boys looked at her as if she was about to deliver some bad news, but she was referring to her 
new sense, which she’d been using in an attempt to shed some light on the Hunter’s whereabouts. “Maybe 
a few echoes of where he’s been before, where he’s marked his territory, but I’m not picking up anything 
fresh.” 

Turning to the east, Mrs. Burrows held her head high and then moved it slowly around until her 
unseeing eyes were gazing out at the island in the middle of the lake. She was wearing a long dress of 
white cotton that Parry had found in a trunk of clothes in one of the spare bedrooms. As the breeze caught 
it and also ruffled her hair, there was something saintly about her, standing there on the bank. 

“So you don’t think Bartleby just dumped Colly and ran for the hills?” Chester posed. “He’s a cat, after 
all, and cats are sort of unreliable.” 

“Like husbands,” Mrs. Burrows replied distantly, then suddenly turned her head to the west as if she’d 
heard something. 

The boys waited, hoping she’d picked up on the Hunter’s scent, but she remained silent. 

“Mum, is it him?” Will asked eventually. 

“Something else... a long way off... can’t tell . . . maybe deer,” she said quietly. 

Chester took hold of one of the bulrushes and broke it off. “Parry said Old Wilkie’s drawn a blank, too, 


while he’s been doing his rounds.” Chester was thoughtful for a second as he tapped the brown seed head 
against his open hand. “Say . . . you don’t think he might have had something to do with it?” 

“There might be insects in that,” Will said mischievously, knowing his friend’s almost phobic fear of 
anything that crawled. “And what do you mean? Why would Old Wilkie do anything to harm Bart?” 

Chester immediately dropped the bulrush and rubbed his palms together, then examined them carefully. 
“Well . . . Parry said Old Wilkie’s spaniel went missing, and you just know who was to blame for that.” 

Will was dismissive of the idea. “You think he’d lie to Parry? Old Wilkie’s worked for him for years. 
That’s not likely.” 

Mrs. Burrows was still facing in the same direction, to the west where the pine forest covered a small 
mountain like a green blanket. Where the Limiters had had their observation post. “Yes ... deer . . . must 
be deer,” she decided. “I’m going back now,” she announced, turning toward the house and starting up the 
slope. 

“OK, Mum,” Will said. “We’ll try a few more places.” 

Chester waited until Mrs. Burrows was out of earshot, then spoke. “You know this is a total waste of 
time, Will. We’re not going to find him. Why don’t we lure him back with a rabbit or a chicken? Or we 
could tie a live goat up in front of the house and wait for him to sniff it out. That would get him home fast 
enough.” 

“T’ve got a bad feeling about all this,’ Will replied, not giving his friend’s suggestions any credence. 
“Let’s take a quick look up that hill.” He set off along the side of the lake, to where the land rose sharply. 


Chester’s face on the monitor contorted. As the boy screamed so loudly that the sound track broke up, 
Elliott shifted in her chair. She crossed her arms and hugged herself, massaging a shoulder with her 
fingertips. 

“Ts this hard for you to watch?” Drake asked, pausing the film. 

“No, it’s not that,” Elliott answered. “My back’s been a bit uncomfortable recently.” 

Elliott had been the last to be treated with Danforth’s Purger, although it had produced no reaction in 
her whatsoever, establishing that the Styx had never used their mind control on her. Everyone else on the 
estate had been purged, with three exceptions. Drake was concerned that it would be too traumatic for 
Mrs. Burrows after the excessive Darklighting she’d received in the Colony, so he excused her from it. 
And nothing on Earth would induce Parry to undergo it — he told Drake he’d never let anyone near his 
brain, not even Danforth, whom he trusted implicitly. And Jiggs, because nobody knew where he was. 

Drake had brought back copies of the footage taken in the Professor’s attic, and he and Elliott were 
now reviewing them on a monitor he’d set up in the billiards room. Danforth had made two versions of 
each clip; one was a straight recording, while the other played in reverse because the more intensely 
Darklit victims, including Drake and Will, appeared to be speaking backward. 


“Tt’s so weird hearing Styx coming from Chester and all of you,” Elliott said. 

They’d already been through the films of Drake’s, Will’s, and Colonel Bismarck’s sessions with the 
Purger, but Elliott hadn’t been able to glean much more than a few highly garbled and completely 
meaningless sentences. Certainly nothing that gave a clue about the nature of their programming. 

“OK if we go on?” Drake asked. 

Elliott nodded. 

Drake pressed the remote, and they listened to the rasping Styx words emanating from Chester. 

“Tt’s just rubbish.” Elliott gave a small shrug. “Mostly odd words, and even when there’s more, it still 
doesn’t make any sense,” she said as she listened carefully. “It’s like someone talking in their sleep.” 

Drake took a deep breath. He’d resigned himself to the fact that the recordings weren’t going to reveal 
anything significant. “We’re coming to the end of Chester’s session anyw —” 

“Wait!” Elliott shouted, sitting bolt upright. “Rewind that!” 


Will and Chester had climbed high enough up the hill that they could look across to the house, although it 
was far in the distance. 

“Bart! Are you there, Bart?” Will called as Chester dawdled along behind him. 

They heard a squeak, and someone stepped from behind a large oak. 

“Stephanie!” Chester burst out. 

She had a cell phone in her hand and was wearing a dark blue trench coat with the collar turned up. 
She’d tied a ribbon around her lustrous red hair to keep the wind from blowing it about. Will noticed that 
she was wearing a pair of black high heels, which seemed more than a little incongruous, given that they 
were in the middle of nowhere. 

“Oh, hi,” she said begrudgingly, trying to conceal the phone behind her back. “What are you doing up 
here?” She nodded. “Wait — I know — you’re searching for this dog thing Parry’s lost. Gramps has been 
looking for it, too.” 

“We are,” Will replied. “The dog thing’s gone missing.” 

“Well, I haven’t seen it,” Stephanie said indifferently. She looked the boys over with a slight 
suggestion of a sneer, then whisked her head away from them as if they had no right to be there. 

“And what are you doing here?” Chester said, in an effort to be friendly. 

She didn’t reply, glaring at him as if it was impertinent of him to ask. 

“You were using your phone, weren’t you?” Will said in an accusing tone. 

Realizing she’d been caught out, Stephanie’s manner softened. “I’m trying to get a signal on this stupid 
thing,” she confessed, producing her cell from behind her back. “Gramps is, like, totally unreasonable — 
he says Parry has these enemies, and that phones are totally forbidden on the estate.” She shrugged. “And 


I’m, like, who do I know who’ll even care?” She gave Will and Chester a coy look. “You won’t tell 


Gramps, will you? Or Parry?” she added, as if she’d already won them over and her secret was safe. 

“Course not,” Chester agreed readily. 

“So who were you calling?” Will said, his eyes narrowing with suspicion. 

“T’m trying to pick up texts from my friends, but the signal’s so weak. There’s this, like, massive party 
in London tonight — they’ll all be there, and I’m, like, stuck here in this . . .” She trailed off, as if it was 
unnecessary to say what she thought of the estate. 

“A party?” Chester said. 

“Yes. Some cool guys we know from Eton are coming. And also some from Harrow. Can’t believe I’m 
totally not going.” The despair in her voice had pushed it up an octave. “Where do you both go?” she 
asked quickly. 

“School?” Chester said. He was starry-eyed as he spoke to her, finding it very difficult to string more 
than a few words together. 

“Highfield,” Will told her. 

She frowned, moving her hand as if describing an area on a map. “That’s sort of north. . . north of 
London, isn’t it?” She bit her lower lip as if she pitied the two boys. 

“No, not there.” Will laughed. “It’s really pronounced Highfeld. It’s in Switzerland.” 

She looked confused. “In Switzerland? I haven’t heard of —” 

“No, you probably haven’t,” Will interrupted, puffing his chest out. “It’s a bit, like, exclusive. And sort 
of, like, expensive. It’s a totally cool place — we have skiing every morning before lessons.” 

“Really? My parents have never taken me skiing,” she admitted with a glum expression. “I really want 
to go.” 

Unseen by Stephanie, Chester was frantically shaking his head and mouthing “No!” at Will. But Will 
wasn’t to be stopped. 

“And my friend here is, like, a megastar on the slopes. Our ski teacher thinks he’s so awesome at the 
downhill slalom jumps, it’s a dead cert he’!] be on the next Olympic team.” Will made a swooshing sound 
and moved his arms in the way he’d seen skiers do on television. 

“Really?” she squeaked, spinning around to Chester so quickly she almost caught him gesticulating at 
Will. “Downhill slalom jumps! That’s, like, awesome!” She fluttered her eyelashes at the bemused boy. 
“Now I can say I’ve met an Olympic skier.” 

“Um, I’m not really that good,” Chester mumbled. “And we’ve really got to go now.” He grabbed hold 
of Will’s arm and yanked his friend down the hill with him. “What’d you say all that for?” Chester asked. 
“Why did you lie to her?” 

“She’s so stuck-up. Eton. Harrow. She thinks we’re useless just because we don’t go to those places. 
Actually, the truth is we don’t go to school at all, because an army of homicidal crazies that, like, live in 
the ground want to tear our heads off. Would you rather I’d told her that?” Will argued. “Do you think that 
would, like, be better?” 


“Stop saying ‘like’ all the time, will you?” Chester said in a long-suffering voice. “I think she’s nice.” 

Will looked over his shoulder to find that Stephanie was still watching them. He waved, and she 
waved back enthusiastically. Will bent his knees and swayed from side to side as if he was on skis, 
making more swooshing sounds. Stephanie laughed shrilly, but not unpleasantly. 

“And bloody stop that, too!” Chester huffed, stomping off down the hill. 


Once Elliott had reviewed the last of the films for Drake, she’d made her way back to her room. As she 
sat at the glass-topped dressing table, she ran her eyes over the items Mrs. Burrows had badgered Parry 
into buying for her. There was something so gratifying about the little bottles of nail polish, which she 
now began to arrange beside her eyeliner, foundation, and lipsticks. And there was the bottle of Mrs. 
Burrows’s own perfume that she’d given to Elliott. 

Elliott held the molded glass bottle so it caught the light, then sniffed at it. Of all the items on the 
dressing table, the perfume meant the most to her. It evoked memories of her mother, who always made 
such an effort with the rather unsophisticated scents sold at the perfumier’s shop in the South Cavern. 
Elliott smiled, remembering how she’d had mixed feelings about the Colony perfumes after being told by 
the perfumier’s son, a boy her age, that they were prepared by blending fermented fungal juice with 
Hunters’ urine. To this day she didn’t know if he’d been telling the truth. 

Putting the perfume bottle down, she yawned and stretched. Her time in the Deeps seemed like an age 
ago, and after this recent sojourn at Parry’s house, she felt like a completely different person. She’d had a 
respite from the life-or-death struggle that had been her existence for so long, of not knowing what lay 
around the corner, be it a hostile renegade, a Styx, or some predator on the prowl for its next meal. 
Topsoilers took so much for granted, living their lives in such a benign environment, with all the food they 
could eat. 

But, above all else, the months at Parry’s house had allowed Elliott the opportunity to be clean. After 
all the years of grime and filthy clothes, she might have overdone it with her long baths, which she 
sometimes took two or three times a day, but it was a luxury she’d never experienced before. 

And she’d always known, deep down, that this couldn’t last. 

That eventually something would come along to disrupt it. And that something was trundling 
inexorably toward her, Will, Chester, and every one of them right now, and she had no choice but to 
switch back to her old self. For her own sake, and for the sakes of those she loved. 

With a sigh, her gaze drifted to the long rifle propped beside the dressing table. She reached over to 
retrieve it, working the bolt to make sure the chamber was empty. Through her bedroom window she had 
a view of one of Parry’s statues on the lawn at the back of the house, a reproduction of Saint George in his 
mortal struggle with the dragon. She put her eye to the scope, adjusting it to compensate for the range, then 
settled the crosshairs on the dragon’s head. There was a click as she dry-fired the rifle. 


“This is all I know,” she said, as she lowered the weapon to her lap. She ran a finger over the dented 
barrel and the numerous nicks in the wooden stock. Many of these marked moments of peril, challenges 
over which she’d managed to prevail. 

So far. 

She twisted around on her seat to take in the Elliott in the dressing-table mirror, the one with tidy hair 
and spotless skin, dressed in a red angora sweater and a knee-length skirt. As she continued to stare at her 
reflection, it did seem as though there was another person there. Someone who wasn’t she. 

The sensation was so powerful that when Elliott shook her head, she almost expected her reflection to 
remain still, and possibly even to begin talking to her. 

“And I don’t know you.” As if uneasy under the stranger’s gaze, Elliott looked quickly away from the 
mirror. Rising from her seat, she slid the rifle onto the dressing table. As the bottles and items of makeup 


were pushed aside, some falling to the floor, she went to fetch her old clothes. 
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The moment Will and Chester entered the house and saw Elliott at the foot of the stairs, they knew 
something was wrong. Not only did she have her rifle with her, but the feminine clothes were gone, and 
she’d cropped her hair short again. The Elliott they’d relied upon for so many months while they were 
underground had been restored to them. 

“Uh-oh,” Will exhaled. “Looks like trouble.” 

Chester was about to ask her what was going on when Elliott ordered, “In there,” and pointed at the 
drawing room. 

The boys found that everyone else was already assembled in the chairs around the fireplace, with the 
exception of Parry. 

Will gave Drake a questioning look. 

“Waiting for my father,” he said. 

Then Parry stormed in and, without a moment’s delay, began to speak. “Every call made from the 
phone in the study is logged.” He brandished several pages in his fist. “As you might guess, the line isn’t 
there for anything remotely sensitive. It’s for routine, day-to-day stuff — ordering oil for the central 
heating and suchlike.” 

He put on his reading glasses to examine the top sheet. “A number cropped up on the log not long after 
you all arrived. I didn’t think much of it at the time, but I had another careful run through and found two 
further calls to the same number. The duration of each of them was around a minute. And they were 
nothing to do with me.” 

“But none of us were allowed in the study until very recently,” Mrs. Burrows said, turning to Drake. 
“Are you sure it wasn’t you?” 


“T wasn’t even here when the second and third calls were made,” he replied. “The only explanation is 


that someone’s been sneaking in and making these calls in secret.” 

Everyone looked at each other. 

“But why would any of us do that? And who were the calls to?” Mrs. Burrows asked. 

“London. And the number’s unobtainable now,” Parry said. 

Drake stood up. “I’m afraid I do know who it was, but I don’t want you to blame him. It wasn’t 
something he was doing consciously.” 

“You said ‘he’?” Will burst out. 

Drake nodded. “And the calls stopped after he was purged by Danforth.” 

Will shifted uneasily on his feet. “So the Styx programmed me — or someone — to make —” 

Drake waved him into silence. “Elliott and I watched all the films from the purging sessions. I regret to 
say” — he wheeled around to face Chester — “the upshot of it is that you mentioned a couple of the digits 
from the phone number, along with some Styx words that Elliott was able to translate.” 

“What... no!” Chester cried, blanching. “Me?” 

“Yes, you. Most likely the Styx conditioned you to call in and report our location. You may have even 
made some calls to them without knowing it long before we arrived here,” Drake said, without reprimand. 
“So the odds are they probably have a good idea of where we are right now.” 

“But... I wouldn’t do that!” Chester tottered back a step. 

Elliott went over to him, taking his hand. “You mustn’t blame yourself. You couldn’t help it.” 

“No, it wasn’t me,” Chester said, his voice uneven. “I’d remember something.” 

“No, you wouldn’t,” Drake said gently. 

Chester just looked at him, his eyes swimming with tears as he tried to speak, to say something to 
defend himself. “Oh, God, I’m so sorry,” he blurted and ran from the room. Mr. Rawls followed after him. 

“That went well,” Parry said without any suggestion of humor, then addressed everyone. “So now 
we’re ona condition of high alert, and we can’t stay here much longer. Our location is blown.” 

“But if it’s the Styx, why haven’t they attacked already?” Will asked. 

“I don’t know. Perhaps we’re on their ‘To Do’ list and they’ll get around to it when they have a spare 
moment,” Parry replied a little sarcastically. It was evident that he wasn’t taking this latest development 
well. “I’ve already warned Wilkie and the others, and Danforth is running a full systems check on the 
security cameras and thermal sensors around the estate to make sure they’re fully operational.” 

Drake took over. “What’s for sure is that we must be a prioritized target for the Styx. They won’t want 
us popping up at an inopportune moment and gate-crashing their party. When — and it’s not if — they 
show up here, we’ll have to leave in a hurry. So everyone should pack. And you should all check out a 
weapon from the armory in the basement.” 

Parry grimaced. “A damned nuisance.” He began to mutter to himself. “There’s too many of us. We’ll 
need more water and food to keep us ticking over in the alternative location, and I can’t do that with a 


wave of a magic wand.” Thwacking his walking stick hard on the floor, he hurried from the room, still 


complaining to himself. 





E 


WILL CRADLED HIS STEN in his lap. “I feel better now I’ve got my old friend back.” He glanced up 
at Chester. “But are you OK about that Darklighting stuff?” 

Chester gave a small shrug. “What freaks me out is that I can’t remember a bloody thing about making 
any calls. Nothing at all.” He frowned. “Even that time in the cottage in Norfolk with nutjob Martha .. . 
there was a phone there. . . . Maybe I rang the Styx from it. I couldn’t have told them much because I had 
no idea where I was. When she bashed me over the head, I thought I was trying to call my parents. But 
maybe I wasn’t, and maybe she was right t —” 

“Don’t,” Will said. “You’ll end up going crazy yourself if you don’t just forget it. It doesn’t matter now. 
It’s done. And remember what they stuck in my head. That was worse.” 

“You’re right,” Chester agreed. “C’mon, it’s your move.” They were in the drawing room and on their 
second game of chess as a log crackled comfortingly in the fireplace. Drake had asked them to stay up 
until the early hours, in case unwelcome visitors decided to call at the estate. 

Will’s hand had wandered to his queen, but he withdrew it as his concentration shifted to the dancing 
flames. “Talking about Martha, remember all those times we played chess in her shack?” he said. 

Chester nodded. 

Will’s gaze was still lost in the fire. “We really thought Elliott was going to die,” he said. 

“You like her a lot, don’t you?” Chester asked casually, assessing his position on the board. 

Will didn’t answer straightaway. “Yes, I suppose I do. But you do, too, don’t you?” 

“Mmmmm.. . I don’t think she’s as keen on me as she is on you,” Chester said, still surveying his 
pieces. 

“Tm not sure about that,” Will mumbled, then focused on the game again with a grunt — it hadn’t been 
going his way. 

“You should say something to her,” Chester suggested. 

Will finally moved his queen, then spoke with candor because he felt that he could trust his friend. 
“No, not with everything else going on. It would make things too . . . too complicated.” Will glanced at 
Chester as it occurred to him that he could have broached the subject because he himself had strong 


feelings for Elliott, and his friend wanted his blessing. But when Chester remained silent, Will assumed 


this wasn’t his motivation. “I have to tell you, I’m not sure I’m cut out for all this relationship stuff,” Will 
confessed. “Not after what went on with my parents.” 

Will had been thinking about Dr. and Mrs. Burrows. Stuck in their lethargic and loveless marriage, 
they’d led separate lives for years. He couldn’t forget the acrimony between them when he and Dr. 
Burrows had returned to Highfield. Mrs. Burrows had made it quite plain that she wasn’t prepared to take 
her husband back. 

“Which ones?” Chester asked. 

“Huh?” Will replied. 

“Which parents? You mean your real ones?” Chester said. 

This prompted Will to think about his biological parents and what Cal had told him, how Mr. Jerome’s 
allegiance had been not to his wife when their infant son was losing his life to chronic fever, but to the 
laws of the Colony. Driven mad with grief, Sarah Jerome had deserted her husband when she’d done the 
unthinkable and escaped Topsoil. 

Although it seemed irreverent to do so, Will laughed out loud. 

Chester looked up with surprise. 

“Take your pick,” Will said. “They were all as bad as each other.” 

They heard hurried footsteps in the hallway, and Parry appeared at the door. “Multiple signals!” he 
bellowed at the boys, his paging device bleeping so rapidly, it almost became a solid tone. He went to the 
gong on the hall table and began to beat it, the urgent rhythm filling the house. Then he tore into his study 
with the boys following behind. Mr. Rawls, still manning the telex, was already on his feet. Parry went 
straight to the monitor on his desk. He jabbed at the keyboard, flicking through different camera views. 
“There! Got one on infrared!” Parry shouted. “They’re inside the wall.” 

Will could clearly see a dark form flitting under a tree. He drew ina sharp breath as, caught on another 
camera, a man stood in full view with the main gates of the estate behind him. “Look at the weapon,” Will 
said, instantly recognizing the long-barreled rifle with its bulbous night scope that the Limiters used. “It’s 
them!” 

“Oh, God,” Chester gasped. “It is!” 

“Well, it’s certainly not the vicar doing his rounds. And there’s another team,” Parry pointed out as a 
camera showed at least four men creeping in the lee of a wall. “We’ve got several breaches of the 
perimeter — all to the south.” Parry looked up as Drake entered with Colonel Bismarck. “Did you catch 
that?” he asked his son. “They’re here.” 

Drake nodded once. “Time to bug out.” 

Stepping from behind his desk, Parry consulted his watch. “The Styx are on foot, so it’ll take them 
eight — maybe nine — minutes to get here. Stick to the evac procedure we discussed,” he said to Drake. 
“Draw them east while we take the storm drain to the Bedford. And if Sparks isn’t waiting for you, just go 


without him. He can look after himself.” 


“Jiggs and Danf —?” Drake began. 

“Jiggs likes to do his own thing, and Danforth’s already left,” Parry interrupted, holding up his pager. 
Then he swept his arms at everyone in the study. “Now, out — out — GET OUT!” he ordered. He went 
down on one knee beside his desk and flipped open a panel set into the floor. Inside a small recess was a 
key ina slot, which he turned. “I’ve primed the charges. They’ll not get a thing from this room.” 

Drake, Will, Chester, and Mr. Rawls met Elliott and Mrs. Burrows at the bottom of the staircase. 

“T sensed something was heading our way even before I heard the gong. I told Elliott to get dressed,” 
Mrs. Burrows said. “I take it we’re leaving.” 

“Yes,” Drake confirmed. “All of you grab your kit.” He surveyed the Bergens and weapons lined up at 
the back of the hallway. “My father will take you to the Bedford.” He threw a look at Colonel Bismarck, 
about to say something, but then seemed to check himself and addressed Will instead. “Got your lens 
handy?” he asked the boy. 

Will pointed at the top of his Bergen. 

“Good,” Drake said. “We won’t be using lights for most of the way, and I could do with a co-driver. 
You up for that?” 

“Sure... yes,” Will answered, flattered that he’d been picked instead of the Colonel. 

Having collected his Bergen and a couple of bags of equipment for Drake, Will didn’t have time to say 
good-bye properly. Giving his mother a quick hug, he turned to Elliott, but she was too busy getting 
herself ready to notice him. Then he and Drake rushed from the hallway and down the corridor to the 
kitchen. To Will’s surprise, Drake left the lights on in the room as he crossed to the back door, and even 
switched on the outside light. 

“You’re going to wave this about once we’re mobile,” Drake said, handing him a powerful searchlight. 
“We want them to see us.” 

“We do?” Will asked. 

“Didn’t I tell you we’re the hare?” Drake said with a chuckle. “We’re going to draw the Styx after us 
and give Parry a chance to slip quietly away in the Bedford.” 

They went toward the rear of the house, where there was a shed that Will had never bothered to 
investigate. As Drake swung the doors open, Will smelled gasoline, and in the small amount of moonlight, 
he could make out an angular vehicle. It had a windshield but no roof. 

“My old jeep,” Drake said, throwing his equipment into the back. “Had it since I was a boy.” 

“Whoa!” Will recoiled as a bizarre face loomed at him from out of the darkness. 

“Keep your pants on, laddie,” Sweeney growled. He turned to Drake, who was already behind the 
steering wheel. “Heard our guests coming up the drive. Caught snatches of something I didn’t recognize 
— might be words, but it sounded bloody ugly.” 

“They’ ll be speaking Styx,” Will said. “That’s what their language sounds like.” 

“Ah,” Sweeney said with a rumbling laugh. “The Stickies talk funny, then.” 


“Both of you get a move on. Jump in!” Drake ordered. He was about to start the ignition, when he 
hesitated. 

“Go ahead,” Sweeney sighed, pulling his hat down over his ears. “Vehicle electricals aren’t too 
painful for me, although the current in the alternator puts my teeth on edge something rotten.” 

“No, I wasn’t thinking about that,” Drake said. “Why would Limiters speak during an operation? 
They’re too adroit, too good for that.” He shrugged, then started up the jeep, turning the headlights on full 
beam. “Time to shine that searchlight around,” he told Will. 

Revving the engine to make as much noise as possible, Drake backed the jeep out of the shed, then 
raced around to the front of the house and onto the drive. The wheels were churning up the gravel as Will 
pointed the strong beam down the hill where the Styx would be advancing, 

“That should do it, Will. No way they’ll have missed that!” Drake shouted above the roaring engine. 
He threw the jeep down the other side of the house, flooring the throttle to ensure it cleared a drainage 
ditch. Landing with a crash on the other side, they cut across several fields until Will saw a fence up 
ahead. But Drake didn’t stop, slamming straight through it and down an incline. “That’s the new north 
gate,” he laughed. “Lights out now, Will. Time to go dark.” He flipped his lens down at the same time as 
he extinguished the jeep’s headlights. “Silent running from here on in, chaps,” he said. 


Everyone filed after Parry as he swept down the flight of stairs to the basement. He hurried through the 
dimly lit and dusty corridor, taking them past the gym, the wine vaults, and finally the armory. As he came 
to a door of reinforced metal plate at the end of the corridor, he stopped to check that everyone had kept 
up. 

“Why doesn’t that surprise me?” he asked as Colly poked her head out from behind Mrs. Burrows. 

Not waiting for an answer, he turned back to the door and, from across it, lifted out an iron locking bar 
laced with cobwebs. “I might need some help with this,” he said to Chester, indicating the grips on the 
side of the door. As they both heaved, it wouldn’t budge. Then, on the second attempt, the door burst open 
with a scatter of rust and dirt. Chester was greeted by a blast of damp air, and as Parry’s flashlight beam 
cut into the darkness beyond, he could make out some kind of brick duct. 

“This chute leads down to the main drain. But mind yourself — it’s a mite slippery at the best of 
times,” Parry advised Chester, then gave him a hand through the opening. “Just slide yourself down it, 
nice and steady,” Parry added to the boy. 

Chester found himself on a slimy incline of around forty-five degrees. With his bulky Bergen on his 
back and his Sten hooked over his shoulder, he shone his flashlight into the pitch black below as he edged 
down on his bottom. He hadn’t gone very far when the slope became so wet and slippery he couldn’t 
control his descent. He tried to lean back and dig his heels in to slow himself, but it was no use. He 


skidded down the slope, building up speed until, with a large splash, his feet hit several feet of water. 


“Oh, just brilliant,” Chester grumbled, wiping the foul-smelling water from his face. As he straightened 
his Bergen on his back, his flashlight beam fell on a huge brown rat. At Chester’s cry of alarm, the rat 
took fright and scampered off. Parry had heard the cry and was calling to Chester. 

“Are you all right?” he shouted down the chute. 

“Why do I always always end up back in places like this?” Chester asked himself with a shiver. He 
shone his flashlight up at Parry, shouting, “Yes, I’m fine!” 

Then, as the others slid down the chute, he helped them, making sure they didn’t injure themselves as 
they landed. It didn’t seem to present any problem to Mrs. Burrows, who was using her new supersense. 
Parry came last, speaking to them as soon as he touched down. “This is the main storm drain connecting 
the lake to the river — nice example of Edwardian hydroengineering. But now we need to get our skates 
on.” He immediately began to jog through the muddy water. 

They all followed him, their lights ricocheting off the sides of the old tunnel built of ancient brick. 
Since he ran with a limp, it was clear that Parry found it taxing to move at speed. But Mr. Rawls was just 
as slow, losing his footing several times and falling into the water. Chester was there to help him up each 
time. 

In less than ten minutes, they’d reached the end. The wind chilled them in their sodden clothing as they 
emerged into a culvert, its almost vertical sides overgrown with ferns and other vegetation. Some twenty 
feet away, as the culvert widened out, Chester spotted the dark outline of a truck. With his shotgun in his 
hands, Old Wilkie appeared from around the side of the vehicle, and he and Parry immediately began to 
talk to each other in hushed tones. 

As the others approached the canvas awning over the back of the Bedford, Stephanie suddenly poked 
her head from under it. They were all soaking wet and splattered with mud, and for a moment, she 
regarded them with a look of consternation. Then she saw Chester. “Hi, it’s you! Gramps didn’t tell me 
you were coming, too.” 

“Er... yeah,” Chester replied. 

“Isn’t this sooo exciting! Nothing cool ever happens in this dump, and I, like, so adore this spy stuff. 
Guns and top-secret journeys in the night. It’s like being in a movie!” 

“Aren’t you going to introduce me to your friend?” Elliott inquired. 

Chester was halfway through some mumbled introductions when Stephanie noticed Colly and gave a 
small whoop. “You found your dog thing!” 

“Keep it down back there,” Parry growled. 

“Ooooh, sorry,” Stephanie replied, just as piercingly, clapping her hand over her mouth as she made a 
silly face. “I’m always getting myself into trouble with my loud voice.” 

“Its not the dog thing,” Chester told her. “It’s the ... er... the other dog thing. There are two of 
them.” 


Stephanie nodded, aware that Elliott was staring up at her. 


“Anyway, I want you to come and sit next to me. I want my skier next to me,” Stephanie said. “Whoosh, 
whoosh!” she added, moving her hips and laughing brightly. 

“Whoosh?” Elliott repeated, frowning. 

“Skier?” Mr. Rawls asked. 

Chester gave them a helpless look, then swung his Bergen into the Bedford, and clambered up after it. 

“And I’m not, like, sitting anywhere near those dead pigs and cows,” Stephanie said adamantly. Now 
that he was under the awning, Chester saw that against the rear of the truck cab a dozen or so crates and 
blue plastic drums had been stacked. And above them, animal carcasses wound in some kind of cloth had 
been suspended. “Ewwww! See what I mean,” Stephanie burst out as she pointed at the gently swaying 
carcasses. “They might drip something totally yuck on my coat.” 

“No... yes, they might,” Chester agreed, wondering exactly how much she’d been told about their 
Current situation. 

“Are we leaving now?” Colonel Bismarck asked Parry as he came over. 

“Yes, everyone needs to get in the Bedford. After a couple of hundred yards, the culvert drains into the 
river, which is running high for this time of year. So we’re all going to get wet,” Parry told them. He 
addressed the Colonel. “And I’d like you to ride shotgun.” 

“Ja. Of course,” the Colonel replied, patting his assault rifle. 

Once they’d all loaded their kit on the truck, and the tailgate had been secured, they arranged 
themselves along the benches on either side. Joining Old Wilkie in the cab, Parry fired up the engine, and 
they rolled down the slope until they’d fully emerged from the culvert. Then Parry dropped a gear and 
everyone was thrown around as the truck climbed over a gravel bank and into the river. Although it was 
difficult to see anything much in the darkness under the canvas awning, they could hear the water washing 
over the bed of the truck and slopping around their feet. 

“Ohhh!” Stephanie gasped dramatically, lifting her boots up as she gripped Chester’s arm. 


Drake drove the jeep off the track and a short distance into the trees. Then he used a machete to lop off 
some branches, which Will helped him to lay over the vehicle to conceal it. 

They both returned to the track, where Sweeney had been waiting. The earflaps of his army hat were 
tied up, and his head was angled to one side as he faced the direction they’d just come from. “Nothing 
yet,” he told Drake, opening his shoulder bag. “Brought some welcoming gifts for your Stickies.” He took 
out a massive foot-long combat knife, gripping it between his teeth like a pirate as he continued to 
rummage in the bottom of the bag. 

“You don’t carry a gun,” Will observed. 

“Never been big on them,” Sweeney said, a grin just visible behind the knife in his mouth. He held out 
one of his huge hands and closed it as if gripping a throat, his knuckles popping like champagne corks. 


“Prefer to work with these. I can be more creative with them.” Then he found what he’d been looking for 
in his bag. “Ah, here we are.” He held up a pair of grenades. “Fresh pineapples.” 

“Thanks,” Drake said, taking one as casually as if he was accepting a bar of chocolate. Then he and 
Will positioned themselves on one side of the track, Sweeney on the other, and they lay in wait. Drake had 
told Will he should concentrate on the area beside the track because any Limiter worth his salt would 
never approach straight down it. So, with his Sten gripped in his hands, Will kept careful watch. The tree 
trunks and shrubs were orange hued through the lens over his right eye, which allowed him to see the 
surroundings as clearly as if they were in daylight. He wondered how it looked to Sweeney with his 
enhanced vision. 

After an hour of listening to the patter of rain, Will’s excitement had dulled. At the beginning, his heart 
had been thumping with anticipation at the prospect of catching the Limiters on the hop, but the damp was 
penetrating his clothes and making him very uncomfortable. Will suffered another two hours of this misery 
until Drake finally led him back to the path. 

“Still nothing?” Drake asked as Sweeney appeared. 

The huge man shook his head. “Not a flippin’ sausage.” He gave Will a passing glance. “Except for 
young laddie here yawning and shifting about on his rump like he’d sat on an anthill.” 

“Sorry,” Will mumbled. 

“They’ve had plenty of time to catch up,” Drake thought aloud, looking down the track. “There’s no 
way they could have missed us as we left, so they certainly knew which direction we’d taken.” 

“Perhaps they’ve dug in around the house, hoping we’d be stupid enough to go back,” Sweeney 
suggested. 

Drake examined the grenade Sweeney had given him. “Maybe,” he said. 

He backed the jeep out, then waited while Will and Sweeney climbed into it, and sped off again, still 
heading away from Parry’s estate. 

“Trees ...,” Will mumbled to himself as mile after mile of the forest sped by. There wasn’t much to 
look at, and all the time, Sweeney was in the back, with his strange circled eyes tightly shut and his 
shoulder bag on his knees. 

Will suddenly realized how cold he was and wound his scarf up around his face, but it didn’t do much 
to help. Telling himself he should relax because the Limiters couldn’t possibly know the lie of the land as 
well as Drake, Will gave into his fatigue and fell asleep. 

As Drake took the jeep around a bend so fast that it tipped on two wheels, Will woke with a start, 
hanging on for dear life. The first signs of dawn were approaching, a cobalt blue seeping into the sky. 
They careered around another bend and hurtled down an incline. At the bottom of the slope, Will spotted a 
ford running across the track, but he was distracted by a shout from Sweeney. He turned, but the man and 
his shoulder bag were nowhere to be seen. 


The vehicle slewed to a halt as Drake slammed on the brakes. 


“Who is that?” Will whispered. 

Some thirty feet in front of them a woman was standing in the middle of the ford. She was signaling 
with a flashlight. 

Will heard Drake say, “Mrs. Rawls,” as he crunched the gears into reverse and gunned the engine. 

Will couldn’t work out why Drake wasn’t backing the jeep up the track as fast as it would go. “What 
are you waiting for?” he asked urgently. “This has to be a trap.” 

“Too late. We’re already in it,” Drake replied in a low voice. He left the engine running but slid from 
his seat, keeping low. Will did the same, his Sten at the ready. 

Mrs. Rawls called out to Drake several times, but he didn’t acknowledge her, panning around the trees 
with his Beretta as he edged cautiously toward the ford. 

“What now?” Will asked. 

“We improvise,” Drake whispered. Using his teeth, he pulled the pin from the grenade to arm it. But he 
kept the grenade firmly in his hand as he spat the pin out, then met eyes with Will. “Just watch my back,” 
he said. 

Will hadn’t needed to be told as he pointed his weapon at the track behind them. 

“Drake, it’s OK!” Mrs. Rawls shouted, still waving the flashlight. 

Other than Chester’s mother, there was no sign of life anywhere. And there was no sign of Sweeney, 
either, but then Will hadn’t expected there to be. The old soldier was doing what he’d been trained to do. 

“Tt’s all right!” Mrs. Rawls shouted as she lowered the flashlight. “Really, Drake — it’s all right!” 

“Emily,” Drake replied, still scouring the trees, “who’s with you?” 

“Hello, Drake,” Eddie said as he stepped from behind a tree on the other side of the ford. He started 
toward Mrs. Rawls. 

“Stop right there!” Drake ordered, aiming his handgun at the Styx’s head. “I thought it had to be you.” 

Eddie slowly raised both hands, opening them to show they were empty. “I’m unarmed. I just want to 
speak to you.” 

Although he was meant to be watching the rear, Will had never seen the former Limiter before and 
couldn’t resist a peek at him. The man was rake thin like all Styx. He was wearing a dark brown three- 
quarter-length coat and Wellington boots, and on his head was a flat cap. If it hadn’t been for his sunken 
cheeks and jet-black eyes, he might have passed as a country squire out for a walk. 

“This isn’t an ambush — if it was, I wouldn’t be standing here talking to you right now,” Eddie said, 
dropping his arms. “It’s crucial I speak to you. It’s more important than any grudges you and I might still 
bear each other.” 

Drake stood poised on one side of the ford with Eddie on the other, Mrs. Rawls halfway between them, 
the water rushing around her ankles. 

“How did you know I’d be coming this way?” Drake demanded. 


“A tactical guess,” Eddie answered. “I’ve had the house under observation, and naturally I recce’d the 


outlying areas.” 

“Naturally,” Drake put in sarcastically. 

“This wasn’t an obvious escape route, so I calculated it would be the one you’d take.” Eddie glanced 
at Mrs. Rawls. “You know, they tried to activate Emily for the city offensive, but I intervened. She’s been 
well looked after.” 

“Ts that true?” Drake asked. “He saved your life?” 

“Yes,” Mrs. Rawls confirmed, with a smile and a nod. She certainly didn’t look the worse for wear or 
under any form of duress. 

“And I’ve brought her back for you,” Eddie said. “A peace offering.” 

Mrs. Rawls began to step toward Drake. “Sorry, Emily, that’s quite close enough. You may have been 
Darklit,” he said. “Will, keep your weapon on her.” 

“Hello, Mrs. Rawls,” Will mumbled awkwardly as he swiveled his Sten toward her. “How are you?” 

“Very well, thank you, Will,” she replied. 

“She hasn’t been Darklit. At least not by me,” Eddie spoke up. 

They stood there, the only sounds the gurgle of the stream and the odd bird call in the distance. 

“OK, where are the others?” Drake asked. “You didn’t run the surveillance on the house or a full recon 
on the surrounding area without more manpower.” 

“Absolutely correct,” Eddie answered, beginning to raise his hand. “If you’d permit me?” 

“Be my guest,” Drake said. 

Eddie clicked his fingers. 

There was a rumble as engines roared into life from both up ahead and behind on the track. 





With the cracking of crushed undergrowth, two large American military vehicles trundled into view. 

“Humvees?” Drake said, looking alarmed. 

They ground to a halt, blocking both ends of the track. They were painted a matte green and the 
windows were tinted. As their engines fell silent, their doors swung open. 

Styx dismounted from the vehicles. Others emerged from among the trees. Will could count eight in 
total. 

“Limiters?” Drake asked, even more alarmed. 

“They are,” Eddie replied. 

None of the Styx soldiers were in their dun-colored combat uniforms, but instead wore an assortment 
of Topsoiler clothes: Barbour jackets, parkas, and walking boots. One was even in jeans. But with their 
craggy faces and hollow eyes, the soldier elite were unmistakable as they came nearer. None of them 
were Carrying weapons, but that didn’t make them any less threatening to Will. His stomach churned with 
fear. The last time he’d encountered them in such numbers, his father had been brutally gunned down by 
one of the Rebecca twins. 

“Where do you want us?” Eddie asked. 

Drake inclined his head in Eddie’s direction. “By you, where I can keep an eye on everybody.” 

The Limiters dutifully marched to the bank and formed up in a line behind Eddie. Will noticed that one 
of the Limiters had bandages across much of his face, and his left eye seemed to be stitched shut. It made 


him look all the more gruesome. 


“Ts that the lot?” Drake said, his handgun pointed at the group. 

Eddie seemed hesitant as he inspected his men behind him. He was about to speak when Drake 
interrupted him. 

“Sparks — you can come out now,” he said, barely raising his voice. 

“Aw, and I was just getting into my stride” came the response, and a low chuckle echoed around the 
trees. Sweeney swaggered onto the track. He had two Limiters with him, one on each shoulder. “Bagged 
myself a pair of Stickies. Bit slow off the mark, aren’t they?” He was carrying them as if they weighed 
nothing. 

Eddie jerked his head in the stocky man’s direction. 

“You didn’t hurt them?” Drake asked. 

Sweeney grinned. “Nah, they weren’t armed, so I didn’t think I ought to. They’re sleeping the sleep of 
the fairies.” He considered each of the insensible Limiters on his shoulders in turn. “Pig-ugly fairies.” 
Then he looked across at Drake. “So where should I put them? Next to Big Chief Sticky?” 

“No, just drop them there,” Drake said, smiling at Eddie, who was peering at Sweeney with interest. 
“Say hello to Sparks, an old friend of mine. I’ve got more friends like him.” 

Eddie raised his eyebrows, clearly astonished that the Styx soldiers had been taken unawares. “One is 
still unaccounted for,” he said. 

“Jiggs,” Sweeney put in. 

“Jiggs is here?” Drake asked, amazed. 

“Sure. He knocked another of these bozos out for the count.” 

“Good man,” Drake said. He gave a dry laugh as he surveyed all the Limiters standing patiently in line. 
“What’s with the big turnout, Eddie? Nature ramble?” he asked coldly. “I can only assume all these 
Limiters have come over to you now? But how do you know you can trust them?” 

“They are loyal to me,” Eddie confirmed, no trace of doubt in his voice. “Remember I told you that 
there were others who feel the same way I do. These men have all defected to me because of their 
convictions. They believe that the current escalation isn’t right, and must be stopped.” 

As Drake’s gaze passed over Will, he noticed that the boy’s face was strained. “Are you OK, Will?” he 
asked. 

Will wasn’t. He was wondering if any of these Limiters had been on top of the pyramid, watching as 
Dr. Burrows was murdered. He’d been highly critical to Chester about Drake’s short alliance with Eddie 
when they’d mounted an operation together in the Eternal City, although he hadn’t said anything directly to 
Drake about it. He found it impossible to believe that there was such a thing as a good Styx. 

“Will?” Drake repeated. 

“Yes ... fine,” Will lied through his clenched teeth. 

“So you’re Will Burrows,” Eddie said gently. “I’ve heard much about you.” 

“Really,” Will grunted, unnerved by the attention from the Styx. 


“And about your family: Tam, your mother, Sarah. . . and Cal, your brother. And it is in relation to him 
that we have an apology to make to you.” 

“Cal?” was all Will could say. 

“Yes, about his Hunter. I believe the animal’s name was Bartleby.” 

“Was?” Drake burst out. 

But Eddie continued. “There was a serious and inexcusable lapse in protocol at one of the observation 
posts that I established on the hills surrounding the estate, and your Hunter got the better of the team 
manning it,” Eddie said. “The Limiter on duty watch allowed the animal to steal up on him, and attack.” 

“What are you talking about?” Will demanded. 

“Unfortunately, Bartleby was killed.” Eddie pointed his clawlike finger at the Humvee parked farther 
down the track behind Will. Will turned and began to walk mechanically toward the vehicle. He didn’t 
want to see what was waiting for him but felt compelled to look. 

There was a shape on the flat hood. Will hinged up the lens from over his eye — with the advent of 
dawn, it was becoming unnecessary. 

As he came to the vehicle, he saw the shape was Bartleby. His fore- and hind legs were bound with 
rope, his carcass stretched across the front of the vehicle as if the big cat was a trophy kill from a hunting 
trip. 

Similar to the color pervading the dawn sky, Will could clearly see the network of cobalt veins under 
Bartleby’s slate gray skin, which seemed to have lightened in death. And Bartleby’s amber eyes had also 
lost all their intensity and were now pale as sour milk, their lenses opalescent as they stared into space. 

But above all else, Will found it impossible to accept that the cat was motionless. He’d always been so 
full of life, always prancing everywhere in his permanent quest for something to eat, always up to no good 
like some mischievous child. 

“Bart,” Will whispered. Part of him almost expected the cat to wake up, just as he had so many times 
before when Will had disturbed him during one of his naps. But he knew that wasn’t going to happen. 
Extending his hand, he rubbed one of the Hunter’s chunky paws. “Poor old Bartleby,” he said, his throat 
tight with emotion. “Poor old chap.” 

He was muttering these same words and shaking his head as he made his way back to the ford. He 
dragged his feet, his body limp with grief and frustration. 

Everyone was watching him, but no one spoke until Eddie broke the silence. 

“T am truly sorry for this accident.” 

“You’re sorry, are you?” Will growled. 

He could hear his dead brother’s voice shouting in his ears, Cal’s voice, hungry for revenge, saying, 
“Kill the filthy White Necks! Go on, Will, let them bloody have it!” 

Will realized there was nothing to stop him. He could gun down Eddie and these soldiers, and there’d 


be no comeback. He wasn’t breaking the law. Drake and Sweeney could bury the corpses in the forest, 


just like Bartleby’s would probably be buried, too. 

“You’re sorry?” Will said again, daring the man to respond. “How flipping sorry is that?” He thrust his 
Sten threateningly at Eddie. 

He itched to pull the trigger. 

He had tears in his eyes now. 

“You people take everything away from me. Again and again. All you do is kill. I...” 

He tensed his finger. 

“Will!” Drake burst out. 

“Easy ... Don’t do anything you might regret, laddie,” Sweeney said as he swept in and seized the 
barrel of Will’s Sten, deflecting it toward the ground. Will didn’t resist as Sweeney gently pulled the 
weapon from his hands. “Never act out of anger.” 

“T want to make amends,” Eddie continued. 

Drake was nonplussed. “What?” 

Eddie waded through the ford toward him. “Let me dispose of that for you,” he offered, indicating the 
grenade still in his hand. “You have no need of it now.” 

Drake looked at Eddie blankly. 

“Pm hardly going to use it on us,” Eddie assured him. “I’m not suicidal.” 

Drake frowned, but then, to Will’s complete amazement, he allowed the Styx to take the grenade from 
him. The oddest thing was that Will could detect no animosity between Drake and Eddie, but something 
entirely different. Camaraderie. Friendship, even. It rankled him. 

Eddie returned to the line of Limiters and presented the grenade to the Styx with the bandaged face. He 
accepted it mutely. 

“This soldier wants to express his regret,” Eddie announced, then the Limiter began to march a little 
way up the track and into the forest. 

“No!” Drake shouted as he realized what was about to happen. He swung around to Sweeney. “Sparks! 
Your ears!” he yelled. 

Just as the last word left his mouth, the Limiter pitched forward onto the grenade. There was a muffled 
explosion. Will saw the flash as the Limiter’s body was lifted from the ground. Everyone was showered 
with earth and wood splinters. As a tree groaned and keeled over, Mrs. Rawls screamed. 

“Ouch!” Sweeney complained, his hands still cupped over his ears. “That was loud.” 

“That was unnecessary,” Drake said grimly to Eddie. 

Eddie’s face, and those of the other Limiters, wore their normal, inscrutable expressions. “No, that was 
the price for dereliction of duty,” Eddie explained. “And I’ve also just answered your question, Drake. 
Every one of these men will show me unquestioning and absolute obedience. They are completely loyal to 
me. That’s why they’re here. They’ || do anything I ask of them.” 

Eddie then addressed a wide-eyed Will, who was still half crouched from the explosion. “As I said, 


we are extremely sorry for the Hunter’s death. Now that the responsible party has been punished, I hope it 
has gone some way toward making amends.” Eddie swung around to face Drake. “And now can we talk, 
please?” 

“As long as you don’t pull any more stunts like that,” Drake said. 

The Sten looked like a toy in Sweeney’s huge hands as Will and Drake left him to keep watch over 
Mrs. Rawls and the Limiters. Eddie had made the tactful suggestion that they talk in the Humvee on the far 
side of the ford, which spared Will from seeing Bartleby’s body for a second time. 

Will climbed into the front passenger seat. He’d never been in a Humvee before and was peering 
around at the spacious interior. 

“Are you all right?” Drake said to Will as he settled into one of the backseats. 

Will turned and nodded, but Drake was already examining the weapons rack mounted behind him in the 
rear of the vehicle. It housed almost a dozen Styx rifles and state-of-the-art Topsoil weapons. And beside 
it was some expensive-looking communications equipment. 

“Bet you had to flog a few diamonds to pay for this lot,” Drake said as Eddie climbed into the seat 
beside him. 

“I’ve a couple more of these vehicles in London,” Eddie replied. “And some armored pers —” 

It took Will completely by surprise when Drake lashed out, punching the Styx full in the face. 

“That was for Darklighting me,” Drake said, rubbing his knuckles. 

Eddie’s eyes were watering as he fumbled for something in his hip pocket. He produced a 
handkerchief, using it to dab his nose. Will could see a smear of blood on his top lip. 

“T suppose that I deserv —” Eddie started to say. 

Drake lashed out at him again, if anything hitting him with even greater force this time. His 
handkerchief went flying, and blood was now flowing freely from his nose. 

“And that?” Eddie asked, sounding even more nasal than ever. 

“That was for Chester,” Drake growled. “It was a low-down dirty trick to Darklight him, too.” 

“What?” Will exclaimed. “Then it wasn’t the real Styx?” 

“No, it wasn’t, was it, Eddie?” Drake accused the man. 

The Styx nodded. “I suppose I deserved that, too,” he said. He didn’t exhibit any resentment at the way 
Drake had just treated him, his voice impassive. “It was underhanded of me, but I needed a means to keep 
track of you. So when you left Chester alone in my flat, I applied a little light conditioning. It was nothing 
drastic.” 

“You make it sound as though you gave him some sort of hair care product,” Drake commented drily, 
then shook his head. “So we bugged out of my father’s house for no good reason. Why in God’s name 
didn’t you just knock at the gate?” 

Eddie sniffed in an attempt to clear the blood from his nostrils. “I needed to get your full and undivided 


attention. If Pd simply shown up, you wouldn’t have taken me seriously. And you seem to be overlooking 


the good turn ’ve done you. After you tossed Emily Rawls back into the pond, I stepped in to save her, 
and now I’ve delivered her safely back to you.” 

“Back into the pond? What does he mean?” Will asked Drake. 

“Tt was her choice,” Drake defended himself, but Will could see that Eddie had him on the back foot. 
“Emily was dead set on helping, and I needed a way to keep tabs on what the Styx were planning next.” 

“So you’re saying that what I did to Chester was worse than leaving his mother to the wolves,” Eddie 
leveled at Drake, then took a breath. “But, look, this isn’t getting us anywhere, and I have to brief you on a 
matter wh —” 

Drake was clearly angered by Eddie’s accusation, and now cut him off belligerently. “What’s so 
bloody important you’ve gone to all this trouble to speak to me? If it’s about your daughter, you’re wasting 
your time. She doesn’t want to know.” 

“Yes ... and no,” the Styx answered in a measured way. “No, I didn’t come for Elliott, but have you 
observed anything different about her? Any changes?” 

Drake frowned, not understanding why Eddie had asked the question. “Well, she’s growing up fast,” he 
replied. “Same as any normal girl in her teens.” 

“Normal girl,” Eddie repeated in barely a whisper, opening and closing his hand stiffly. It was a small 
but uncharacter-istic sign of anxiety, and one that Will and Drake immediately picked up on. The Styx then 
locked eyes with Drake. “I’m going to tell you something that no human has ever heard before. It will 
explain why my people have ramped up their operations here on the surface.” 

“Go on,” Drake urged, crossing his arms as he leaned back. “I’m all ears.” 

“I need to tell you about . . . ,” Eddie said, faltering for a moment as though his lips were refusing to 


obey him, “about the Phase.” 
= E E 


Manned by two New Germanians, the factory gates swung open and Captain Franz steered the Mercedes 
to an area of tarmac designated visitors’ parking, where he pulled up. In a flash he’d left his seat and was 
at the rear of the car to let the Rebecca twins out. He then hurried ahead to do the same again, opening the 
door into the office building. But, for a moment, the Rebeccas hung back in the parking area as they 
admired the ranks of expensive cars. 

“Makes you proud,” Rebecca One said as she spotted a Bugatti Veyron next to an Enzo Ferrari. 

Her sister hummed in agreement, then they continued to the office building, where Captain Franz was 
still propping the door open. 

“Very kind. Thank you,” Rebecca Two said as she slipped by him. 

“Very kind. Thank you,” Rebecca One repeated in a gushing Marilyn Monroe voice as she passed the 
captain, topping off the impersonation with a small curtsey. 


Rebecca Two ignored her sister’s taunt as a Limiter in full combats strode forward to meet them. “I see 


from the cars they’re all here,” she said to him. “Show them into the boardroom.” 

Moving quickly on from the reception area, the twins passed along a corridor and through an open 
doorway. It was a sizable room, dominated by a table some twenty feet in length with chairs arranged 
around it. The Rebecca twins made their way directly to the head of the table and sat down. Captain Franz 
positioned himself behind them as if he was standing at attention, his hands behind his back. 

In less than a minute, a procession of fully grown Styx women began to enter the boardroom. They 
came from all walks of Topsoil life, and their appearances differed accordingly. Some had kept their 
raven-black hair, but others had bleached or dyed it, and their clothes were just as varied. Far from hiding 
away in the shadows like their male counterparts, many of these women had insinuated themselves into 
prime areas of Topsoil commerce and the upper echelons of government, and were regularly in the 
limelight. They were important and valued members of English society, many of them key decision makers 
in their chosen fields. 

There were forty women in total. And although their appearances were diverse, the one thing that they 
all had in common was their exceptional beauty. With their high cheekbones and piercing eyes, they were 
all incredibly tall and slender. In Topsoil terms, each and every one of them was stunning, 

A woman with short-cropped black hair sashayed to the chair at the opposite end of the table from the 
twins and settled into it, crossing her legs elegantly. 

“Alex,” Rebecca One greeted her. 

Alex smiled. 

“T caught the spread they did on you in Hello! magazine,” Rebecca One continued. “You looked simply 
fantastic in the photos.” 

“Yes, I was pleased with how that shoot turned out,” Alex replied. With homes in London, Paris, and 
New York, she was the guiding light at one of the world’s leading PR companies. 

Another woman, with shoulder-length blonde hair and dressed in a black Vivienne Westwood suit, took 
the place beside Alex. Moving with the grace of a cat, she slid down in the chair, propping one of her 
Jimmy Choo-shod feet on the edge of the table. 

“And hi, Vane,” Rebecca Two said to her. “It’s been a long time.” 

“Tt has,” she replied. 

Although it was difficult to tell at first glance, Alex and Vane were twins just like the Rebeccas, and 
had always been role models for the young girls. 

“We saw you’ve been busy with your latest show,” Rebecca Two said to Vane. 

The woman gave a small smile. She was the main presenter on a reality television series that was 
topping the ratings. “It doesn’t take much to amuse the average Topsoiler,” she said, her voice dripping 
with scorn. 

Alex rubbed a shoulder under her jacket, casting an eye around the boardroom. “What a dive this place 


is. Wholly unremarkable.” 


Rebecca Two nodded in agreement. “Yes, it’s perfect, isn’t it? And out back,” she said, inclining her 
head to her right, “there’s nearly an acre of controlled environment.” 

Rebecca One took over, addressing all the women. “And in that acre we’ve already prepared three 
hundred subjects for you.” 

All the women reacted immediately, purring with approval. And all of them, without exception, had 
begun to breathe more heavily as their faces became flushed. Several were kneading their shoulders. 

But a woman standing in the midst of the group behind Vane and Alex seemed less than impressed. “Is 
that all?” she said curtly. Her appearance was dowdy in comparison to the other women; dressed in a 
khaki uniform, she wore no makeup, and as she took off her officer’s cap, her hair was a mousy brown. 
She was one of the highest-ranking women in the British Army. “Because I know where we can obtain 
many more candidates than that,” she said, referring to the soldiers under her command. “And they’re all 
in tip-top physical condition.” 

Rebecca One answered quickly. “There’s no need for them. The same number again is going through 
processing and will be ready for you soon. That should be adequate even for your voracious appetite, 
Major.” 

A woman in a dark blue suit took a step forward from the group. She had come direct from the Harley 
Street optometrist’s clinic where she administered regular Dark Light sessions to many leading politicians 
and businessmen. “Can I make a start on him?” she asked, widening her dark eyes as she ogled Captain 
Franz. “He’s a sweet morsel.” 

“I saw him first.” Alex laughed, uncrossing her legs as she ran her tongue over her perfect teeth. 

“You’re both mistaken. I think yov’ll find that he’s mine,” Vane said. 

“No,” Rebecca Two answered a little too sharply. “He’s useful to us.” 

“Really?” Alex said, her eyes flashing as she noticed how defensive the Rebecca twin had become. 
“And in what way could this Topsoiler ever be deemed ‘useful’ ?” 

To defuse the situation, Rebecca One clapped her hands together and rose to her feet. “If everyone is 
ready,” she announced, “then please follow us.” 

The girls led the way, the Styx women behind them. Their heels clicked on the linoleum as they left the 
carpeted area and trooped down the corridor leading to the first of the warehouses. A pair of Limiters, the 
fearless soldiers of the elite Styx regiment, was stationed at the entrance of the former factory. But they 
didn’t seem to be so fearless now, cowering and pulling back as far as they could from the horde of 
women. As she passed, Alex leaned toward one and growled at him. The Limiter nearly jumped out of his 
skin. “Men are such wimps,” she chuckled throatily. 

But the rest of the women didn’t utter a word as they stepped onto the factory floor. The industrial 
humidifying units were rattling away to themselves, and the air was thick and warm. Much of the interior, 
lit only by the occasional tripod-mounted luminescent orb, was in gloom. 

And across the factory floor were three hundred hospital beds arranged in a grid, each bed with a 


person stretched out on it in a state of unconsciousness. The scene resembled some mass dormitory of 
slumbering humans, consisting of Topsoilers and Colonists, and even a handful of New Germanians who 
had been brought in to make up the numbers. 

Rebecca One stood before the group of women. “This is... ,” she began to say, but then noticed most 
of the Styx women weren’t paying any attention whatsoever to her. Drawn by the irresistible, primal drive 
present in each of them, many were already edging toward the beds. Rebecca One held her hands high in 
the air and addressed the women at the top of her voice. “This is one of the greatest moments in our long 
history, and we’re proud to have been able to . . .” She trailed off as she realized it was useless; the 
assembled group of women were barely listening as their eyes darted over the beds. 

“Once you’re done in here, you can move on to the other two warehouses, where the rest of the 
candidates will be waiting for you,” Rebecca Two added. “Don’t worry if you can’t manage them all: 
More of our sisters will be joining us later.” 

“We’ll try to leave them a few scraps,” Alex said. A ripple of muted laughter ran through the group, but 
most of them were too full of anticipation to join in. 

“So let the Phase begin!” Rebecca One proclaimed in a shout. 

The women fanned out across the factory floor, some running in order to claim the humans in the 
outlying corners for themselves. 

“We’ve come a long way since Romania,” Rebecca One said. “It’s so much easier now that we have 
the technology to scrub their minds,” she said, referring to the intensive Dark Light treatments the people 
on the beds had been subjected to. 

“Yes, it’s far less messy than hobbling them. Even with their ankles shattered, they might still try to 
resist,” Rebecca Two said breathlessly as she watched Alex approach one of the nearest beds. 

As the Styx woman sidled up to the senseless human, she shed her jacket, then her blouse. Straddling 
the body, Alex arched her upper body and threw her head in the air, unleashing a primordial and piercing 
shriek that rose to the corrugated roof and seemed to fall back down to the factory floor again. 

There was already blood on her back. But as she’d begun to shriek, two slits opened up across the 
upper edges of both her shoulder blades, the flesh tearing apart. 

From these slits, jointed insect legs pushed out. They twitched as if they’d just been born and were 
taking their first breath, then they snapped open to their full length. 

A pair of insectoid limbs, black and shiny and glistening with blood and plasma, and covered with 
small bristles. 

Alex was still shrieking, but the sound was swelled by the other women as, astride their victims, they 
began to shriek, too. They shrieked until the combined volume was unbearable in the confines of the 
factory, the sound resonating through the very fabric of its walls. 

Then, as Alex threw her arms forward at the insensible human, the insect limbs also whipped over 


each of her shoulders. With their pincers they gripped the man’s temples on either side, holding him 


steady for what was about to come. 

Alex was breathing in staccato bursts as she lowered her head closer to the man’s and stuck her thumbs 
into his mouth, stretching it wide open. A tube suddenly burst from her mouth. More than a foot and a half 
in length, it immediately found the man’s gaping mouth. 

“Its a wonderful thing to behold,” Rebecca One slurred, intoxicated by the spectacle before her. 
“We’re so lucky to see this.” 

The fleshy tube was similar to the ovipositor found at the tip of the abdomen of many insects for egg 
laying, but far larger. And Alex’s pulsated as something was squeezed down it by the peristaltic 
movement of the muscles. 

It was a pod the size of a box of matches. An egg case. 

As the tube pushed farther into the man’s mouth and forced its way down his throat, a reflex action 
made him cough and he tried to move his head. But, with a final slurping sound, the egg case was 
deposited deep inside him, and he became still again. 

Alex’s insect limbs unhooked themselves from the man’s temples. She raised her arms and stretched 
them elegantly, then slid from the man. She immediately moved to the next bed, where a woman lay. 


“One down, five hundred and ninety-nine to go,” Rebecca Two said. 
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“AND FROM EACH OF THESE egg sacs or pods,” Eddie continued, “more than thirty Styx are 
spawned. They go through a larval stage, consuming the living flesh of the human host. And when they’ ve 
depleted the host’s ravaged carcass, they burst out, and —” 

“Burst out?” Will asked, looking more than a little queasy. 

“Yes, they rupture it and crawl out in search of more food. In the following days, they need an ample 
supply of fresh meat in order to fully develop. Once they’ve absorbed sufficient protein, they form 
cocoons, for the pupation stage. And within a week or two, they hatch out, and a brand-new army is ready 
to swarm.” 

Drake was frowning. “You say ‘Styx’ are produced. What do you mean, exactly?” he asked. 

“Like me, like Limiters,” Eddie answered. 

Drake’s frown deepened. “After only two weeks? How can a fully formed adult be produced in only a 
matter of weeks? How can that be?” 

“They possess the intelligence of a fully developed Styx male, but they have no emotional faculties. 
They have no need of them. They’ve been brought into this world with a single purpose — to kill. And 
they’re incredibly good at it, because they have no qualms about dying. We call them the Warrior Class. 
They'll work their way through the Topsoil population, using whatever weapons are available and 
slaughtering as they go, until they’re ordered to stop. Or until there’s no one left to kill.” 

There was a shocked silence in the Humvee until Will spoke. “It’s like the ichneumon wasp,” he 
whispered in horror. If it was possible with his unpigmented skin, his face seemed to have turned even 
whiter than usual. “I saw this TV program about them once. They lay eggs in a living animal, which hatch 
out and b —” 

“Its more than that,” Drake interrupted, turning to Will. “You remember that last time we were in 
Highfield with your father? When he wanted to catch a glimpse of Celia from the rooftop?” 

“Sure, I remember,” Will said. “In Martineau Square.” 

“Well, I rather glibly made a comparison between the Styx and viruses then. I had absolutely no idea 
how close I was.” Drake turned to Eddie. “At a guess, when the spawn grows in the host, it assimilates 


not just its proteins but also some of the host DNA into its genome, doesn’t it? And isn’t that the reason 


why current Styx physiology mirrors our own?” 

Eddie nodded. “Our scholars believe that there was a Phase in prehistoric times, which brought about 
the extinction of the dinosaurs. And we most certainly weren’t humanoid in those days. The scholars tell 
us that the human resemblance came later, after a second Phase during Neanderthal times.” 

Will uttered a barely audible “Wow.” 

“Wait... this is all getting a little too fantastic,” Drake said, holding up his hands. “Where’s the proof 
for all this, Eddie? How do I know what you’ve just told us is true?” he challenged, although not 
aggressively, as he tried to deal with what he’d just heard. “We’ve only got your word f —” 

Eddie made a move to reach inside his jacket. In a heartbeat, Drake had drawn his gun and was aiming 
it straight at the Styx. 

“You know I’m not armed,” Eddie said, holding completely still. “I want to show you something.” 

“Go on,” Drake said, his gun still on the Styx. 

From an inside pocket Eddie slowly eased out a book, its cover creased and worn. 

“The Book of Catastrophes?” Will asked, as he regarded the battered volume in Eddie’s hands, which 


was bound in some type of ivory-colored parchment. 





“No, this is from long before that,” Eddie replied. “Only a handful of copies of this book survived 
from the fifteenth century. No Colonist has ever laid eyes on it, and it’s unlikely there’ll be another above 
grass. I had this particular copy smuggled out of the Citadel for me.” 

Putting his handgun away, Drake shrugged. “So what is it?” 

“Well . . .” Eddie thought for a second. “The Styx title for it means ‘from one comes many,’ There isn’t 
an exact match in the English language, but I suppose the best word for it would be ‘Propagation,’ or 
better, perhaps, ‘Proliferation.’ ” With a finger, he traced the three sides of the inverted triangle tooled 
into its front cover. “Yes, the Book of Proliferation,” he decided, then held it up to Will and Drake. “And 
this isn’t leather. It’s bound in skin. Human skin.” 

“Okaaay,” Drake exhaled. “I suppose that about sets the tone.” 

Eddie opened the book and was carefully turning the pages, which rustled like old leaves. “Ah, here it 


is,” he said, rotating the book so Will and Drake could see the illustration, a crude woodblock print. 

It depicted a man lying on the ground, his body bloated and misshapen, as a woman’s thin face hung 
over him. The rest of her body was partially concealed by the shadows and difficult to make out. 

Will was squinting at the picture. “It sort of looks like she’s got wings on her back . . . but those must 
be the insect limbs you talked about,” he said. 

“Correct.” Eddie swiveled the book around again and glanced at the page of meticulously written text. 
“This is a record of our last Phase. It documents what took place in the mid-fifteenth century in Romania,” 
he told Will and Drake. “It was during the reign of the Prince of Wallachia, who achieved notoriety for his 
wholesale slaughter of p —” 

Will couldn’t stop himself from jumping in. “Vlad . . . Dad told me about him. You’re talking about 
Vlad the Impaler, aren’t you?” 

“I am,” Eddie confirmed. “And the folklore surrounding him has given rise to the improbable vampire 
stories and films that seem to be so in vogue at the moment. But the reality is somewhat different. . . . The 
reality is that our Phase started the myth. You see, the prince offered us protection on the understanding 
that in return we’d wipe out the boyars, his archenemies, for him. His part of the bargain was to provide 
somewhere secure for the Phase to take place . . . and an ample supply of human bodies.” 

“T bet he gave you that, all right. My dad said he killed thousands, after roasting and skinning them and 
hacking off their arms and legs,” Will remembered. “And he liked to stick their heads on stakes.” 

“That was just window dressing to divert attention from what we were up to,” Eddie said. “The prince 
was actually a very cultured and gentle man.” 

Drake was frowning. “Let me get this straight. If there was a Phase back in the fifteenth century . . . then 
. . . what happened? We’re not all dead or in servitude, so what went wrong?” 

“The prince reneged on us,” Eddie said. “He was persuaded by his bishops that we were ungodly, and 
that we had to be stopped. So he ordered his knights to storm the catacombs in the palace where the Phase 
was under way. Our newly spawned Warrior Class was still either in the larval or pupation stage, so the 
knights met no opposition, cutting them to shreds and burning their remains. In fact the only resistance was 
from our womenfolk, but the knights eventually corralled them down one end of the catacombs, where 
they put them to death.” Eddie almost smiled as he added, “So rather than portraying him as a cruel 
despot, history should instead recognize Vlad — the so-called Impaler — as one of its greatest saviors. 
The irony is that he saved all humanity.” 

Drake steepled his fingers as he absorbed this. “So what you’re saying is that conventional forces — 
armed only with rudimentary weapons — stopped the Phase? So with modern equipment, it shouldn’t be a 
problem.” 

“If — and only if — you can find where the new Phase is taking place, and destroy the Warrior Class 
before they spread,” Eddie answered. “Before or during pupation.” 

“Why?” Drake cut in. 


“Because the Warrior Class can reproduce, too. When they get out, their numbers become —” 

“Exponential,” Drake interjected. “So they’re male and yet they can reproduce.” He was suddenly 
struck by a question. “But why is this new Phase taking place right now?” 

“As I told you, a number of factors have to be present before a Phase is triggered, and even our 
scholars don’t know exactly what they are. Perhaps one of the factors is simply our biological clock. The 
time was” — Eddie stopped, correcting himself — “is right. And I know it is because I can feel it, and so 


can all those Limiters who’ve come over to me.” 





WITH CAPTAIN FRANZ standing like a shop dummy behind them, the Rebecca twins had been 
watching on a security monitor as Alex and the other Styx women worked their way through the humans, 
impregnating them with egg sacs. 

Rebecca Two spotted activity at the factory gates on another monitor. “The food drop’s arrived,” she 
observed. 

“Its about time. I bet the sisters are famished. Let’s see if I can override this thing,” Rebecca One said, 
pressing the function keys on the keyboard until she found the view she was looking for. “Here we are.” 
The tractor-trailer was backing up in the loading bay. As soon as it stopped, the trailer was opened and a 
squad of New Germanians began to hurriedly empty its contents onto a series of barrows. “Meals on 
wheels,” the twin joked. “You are my sunshine,” she began to sing quietly to herself as she switched back 
to the camera inside the steamy factory space. Using the swivel stick on the desktop controls, she zoomed 
in on the connecting doors from the loading area. Less than a minute later, the doors swung open and in 
came two New Germanians with a laden barrow. Behind them, a Limiter stood guard in the entrance. 

Smelling the food, a horde of Styx women had been lurking just inside the doors. 

Rebecca One laughed maliciously. “This is going to be good.” 

Vane rushed one of the New Germanians, clawing him to the ground with amazing speed. The rest of 
the women immediately swarmed on both him and the other soldier, tearing at their bodies. They were so 
Darklit, the two soldiers did nothing to fight back. 

“I suppose we promised our sisters fresh meat,” Rebecca Two reflected as she watched the carnage. 
“You can’t get fresher than that.” 

Even the Limiter didn’t escape the women’s attention. 

“Wild!” Rebecca Two exhaled. 

Like an attacking spider, Vane had moved with such phenomenal speed that the trace she left on the 
security monitor wasn’t much more than a blur. 

In a single leap, she’d reached the Limiter, and before he knew what was happening, her insectoid legs 
had lashed his eyes. Staggering blindly, he tried to use his rifle to fend her off, but Alex was already on 
his back, her teeth in his neck. 


“The female of the species is always the deadliest,” Rebecca One said under her breath. 

“Ha! Those two!” Rebecca Two chortled as she watched. Vane and Alex were ripping the Styx soldier 
apart, limb from limb, while another panicked Limiter quickly sealed the doors to the factory floor behind 
them. “They’re so picky about what they eat.” 


As the Bedford trundled along the path of the river, the water level receded so at least their feet weren’t 
being swamped. Then the truck’s tires spun as they climbed the bank and were back on some sort of track. 

After a while Chester felt a pressure on his upper arm. Stephanie had drifted off, her head against him. 
Careful not to disturb her, he took out his flashlight, shielding it as he tried to make out the time on his 
watch. Before he turned the light off, its stray beam flicked over Elliott, who was sitting directly opposite 
him. She was wide awake and staring at him and Stephanie. It might have been due to the angle of the 
flashlight beam, but her expression was grim and unamused. 

Despite the fact that he was protected by the darkness, Chester felt himself color up, as if he’d been 
caught doing something he shouldn’t. 

It was true that he wasn’t sure how to respond to Stephanie’s interest in him, particularly as he 
assumed that it was mainly due to the false picture Will had painted of his prowess as a skiing champion. 

And Chester felt awkward about the pace at which everything was moving, as if he was being swept 
along by an actual river. What it came down to was that he didn’t know how Elliott really felt about him, 
or how he really felt about her. There had been times when they seemed to be close, but more recently, 
during their stay at Parry’s house, she’d distanced herself from him, and everybody else. 

Chester was just confused. 

And he was very relieved when the Bedford eventually came to a grinding halt, which roused 
Stephanie. 

“Where are we?” She yawned, sitting up. 

“Don’t know,” Chester grunted, aware that he was probably still under scrutiny from Elliott. 

With a crash, Parry opened the tailgate. “Everyone out,” he said. 

Following behind Colonel Bismarck, Chester jumped from the truck, and found that they were under a 
shelter made of rusty corrugated sheets. He wandered a few paces into the open, squinting at the sky, 
where the dawn light was beginning to streak its way between the clouds. “What a surprise — it’s 
raining,” he complained, blinking as the drizzle fell in his eyes. 

“That’s a Morris Minor!” Mr. Rawls announced, and Chester turned to look at the old car hidden 
behind the truck. It resembled an overripe and very large grape, not just because of its globular shape but 
because of the dull patina on its paint. 

“Its Danforth’s,” Parry informed them. “At least he arrived without mishap.” 


Once everyone had gathered up their equipment, they followed Parry along a path surrounded on both 


sides by thick undergrowth. Chester noticed that Elliott had come to a stop and that she was grimacing and 
rubbing her shoulder under the strap of the Bergen. Concerned for her, he retraced his steps back to where 
she was. “Are you all right?” he asked, and placed a hand on her arm. 

She jumped, drawing away from him, then met his eyes. “Stephanie’s very pretty. You never mentioned 
that you’d met someone on the estate,” she said. 

“T...er... I didn’t think it mattered,” Chester gabbled. “And I really don’t know her at all.” 

“T do,” Elliott replied. “She’s everything I wanted to be. And everything I hate about myself.” 

Chester had no idea how to respond to this, but Parry had noticed they weren’t keeping up. “Hurry it 
along, you two,” he called, then continued to strike out along the path. Within a few minutes Chester 
caught sight of some open land before them. 

“Move quickly along here,” Parry urged. 

They’d emerged in a gulley at the foot of a mountain, much of which was covered with grass and 
sheep-cropped vegetation. However, toward its upper reaches, the soil had been scoured away by the 
elements, and large slabs of striated rock stood proud like the remains of ancient fortifications. Chester 


saw that the gulley was taking them toward a line of electricity pylons. 





Parry called everyone around him on the side of the gulley. “Once we’re over the top, we’ll be in an 


exposed position. It’s very unlikely there’ll be anyone in the valley below, but just in case, Wilkie’s going 
to send you across one at a time. Understood?” 

Everyone nodded, then Parry climbed out of sight. When it was Chester’s turn, Wilkie gave him a pat 
on the back and the boy clambered up the side. With the wind and rain in his face, he began to jog the forty 
feet across to where Parry was crouched down beside one of a pair of structures at the base of the nearest 
pylon. As Chester came nearer, he could see that these were two squat, gray-painted transformers 
approximately twenty feet square and covered in cooling fins. On top of them were what appeared to be 
elongated goalposts, from which cables extended to the pylon above. 

The transformers were both encircled by a chain-link fence with razor wire strung along the top. Parry 
ushered Chester through a gate in the fence so he could join his father and a very fed-up Stephanie. 

“This is so not cool anymore,” she said, water dripping from the end of her nose. 

Finally, as Old Wilkie joined them inside the fence, Parry moved toward the nearest of the 
transformers, from which a steady hum was emanating. On the transformer a sign warned DANGER OF 
DEATH. KEEP AWAY. HIGH VOLTAGE WILL KILL, with lightning strikes on either side of a red skull and 
crossbones. 

“Danger indeed,” Parry said, placing a hand on the structure. There was a whiplash crack as electricity 
discharged. Despite the fact that Parry’s hair was damp, it stood on end. His appearance would have been 
rather comical if everyone hadn’t thought he was being electrocuted. 

But he was completely unharmed. “Nothing to be worried about,” he said, laughing. “An electrostatic 
charge to see off the overcurious.” He selected one of the fins on the side of the transformer and pressed a 
catch on it, then slid open a small hatch. 

They all ducked in though the hatch, entering a claustrophobic chamber on the other side. Parry used 
his flashlight to see as he pressed a series of digits into a small key panel. The moment he’d finished, a 
red light blinked on above a grille beside the key panel. From it a man’s voice issued the demand “The 
prime sequence.” 

“You know precisely who I am. Do we really have to go through this charade every time?” Parry 
replied tetchily. 

“Of course we do,” the grille snapped, adding “sir” as an afterthought. 

Parry blew through his lips, then recited, “The beast deep within the mountain slumbers until the 
kingdom calls, and then it shall arise to do the king’s bidding.” 

“Affirmed,” the panel said. “Now sequence fourteen, if you please, sir.” 

Parry thought for a moment. “There is a pleasure in the pathless woods, there is a rapture on the lonely 
shore, there is society, where none intrudes —” 

“And sequence eight, please,” the grille interrupted. 

“We’re all frozen to the marrow, bloody hungry, and bloody knackered. If you don’t open up, Finch, 
I’m going to blast my way into the Complex,” Parry threatened. 


There was a pause, then something clicked at the side of the panel, and a crack of light appeared. 

“Finally!” Parry exclaimed, heaving the door open so they could make their way down a ramp with 
rusted iron handrails on either side. They descended into a low-ceilinged room. 

“This is the only way in or out of the Complex,” Parry told them, tipping his head at the substantial- 
looking door that appeared through the dim flashlight beam. “That’s armor plate,” he said. “It would take 
a ton of explosive to even make a dent in it.” Then he pointed at the gun-sized slits in panels of gray metal 
set into the concrete walls flanking the door. “And behind those are the twin guard rooms where the 
sentries would be stationed,” he continued. 

“What exactly is this place?” Mr. Rawls ventured. 

“The Complex was the base for Operation Guardian,” Parry answered. “It’s so hush-hush that them 
upstairs have probably forgotten that they’re meant to have forgotten it ever existed.” 

“So it’s like that fallout shelter Will found?” Chester asked. 

“No, it’s more than that,” Parry said. “Back in the years before the Great War, the aristocrats running 
the country decided that they needed a safe haven. Somewhere to put their families and portable valuables 
in the event of invasion. So they built the Complex with their own money — I suppose you could regard it 
as an underground castle for the very rich. Later on, when things were getting sticky for us in the Second 
World War, the War Cabinet commandeered it, expanding its role to include a command center for the 
Resistance.” 

“Operation Guardian?” Mr. Rawls guessed. 

“Precisely. Every town in the southeast and every major region throughout the British Isles had its own 
pre-recruited Resistance team waiting in the wings. The historians will tell you that the moment the 
Germans crossed the Channel, each team was to open their sealed orders and follow them to the letter.” 

Parry shot a glance at Colonel Bismarck, who merely nodded. “But what the historians don’t know is 
that these teams weren’t entirely autonomous. Major initiatives were to be orchestrated from the tactical 
ops room right here in the Complex, known as the Hub. It’s still here, and we still call it that.” 

“So what’s the Complex used for now?” Mr. Rawls asked. 

“Tt’s kept ticking over just in case it’s needed at some time in the future,” Parry answered. “And I 
reckon that time has come.” 

He stopped speaking as they all heard a clanking sound. It seemed to be coming from behind the armor- 
plate door, although it was difficult to tell because it was so distant. The sound came again, only louder 
this time, then was repeated several more times. 

Then the large door in front of them slowly ground open. Chester and Colonel Bismarck shone their 
flashlights into the square passageway, its walls painted cream white and its floor a waxy green. But their 
beams didn’t penetrate very far down it, and beyond was an ominous and unbroken darkness. 

Then lights came in the far distance. 


“How long is it?” Chester asked, as he squinted at them. 


Parry didn’t reply as more banks of strip lights flickered on, coming closer each time. 

They heard a whirring noise from somewhere in the unlit portion of the passageway. 

“What’s that?” Mr. Rawls asked, stepping back with concern. 

“The last remaining Knight Protector,” Parry chuckled. 

The strip lights came on in the room where they were all standing. 

In the same instant an elderly man on a mobility scooter shot into view before them, executing a sliding 
stop on the linoleum flooring with a squeal. 

Stephanie giggled. 

Behind him more than a dozen cats, all of different colors and ages, were scampering along the passage 
as they hurried to catch up with him. 

“Sergeant Finch,” Parry said, going over to give the old man a hearty handshake. As if somehow he’d 
shrunk, Sergeant Finch’s fawn beret seemed to be several sizes too big for him, flopping forward over his 
bushy white eyebrows. He was dressed in a khaki-colored cardigan, and a pair of crutches was tucked 
into a sling at the back of his scooter. 

“Commander, ’ow very good to see you again, sir.” Sergeant Finch grinned. “Apologies for not getting 
up, but me legs aren’t what they used to be.” 

“You and me both,” Parry said, raising his walking stick. 

Sergeant Finch glanced down at a cat that had made itself at home between his feet on the scooter. “An’ 
apologies for the formalities at the front entrance. You know I ’ave to follow protocol.” 

“Of course you do,” Parry assured him. 

Sergeant Finch was looking around at everyone. His gaze came to rest on Colly, who’d taken several 
tentative steps from behind Mrs. Burrows to sniff at one of the more courageous cats. “That’s not a dog, is 
it, Commander? Can’t ’ave no dog running loose down ’ere. Not with my c —” 

“Don’t worry — she’s a cat, too. Just rather a big one,” Mrs. Burrows spoke up. 

It was odd to watch Colly towering over the other cats who, smelling one of their own, were rapidly 
overcoming their fear. They began to throng around her, rubbing themselves against her and mewing. 

“What will they think of next?” Sergeant Finch exclaimed. “’Ad no idea that cats like that were being 
bred back in the world!” Shaking his head, he leaned forward in his seat to take some clipboards and a 
batch of cheap ballpoint pens from the pannier attached to his handlebars. “First things first. I need you 
each to sign this form in triplicate before I can allow you to go any farther.” 

Parry made a face. “Oh yes, I forgot all about the paperwork.” 

“So what is this?” Mr. Rawls asked as he took a clipboard and scanned the form. 

Sergeant Finch wagged a finger at him. “No, no, sir — you can’t read it. You’re not permitted to read 
it. It’s the SOSA — the Special Official Secrets Act,” he explained. 

“What?” Mr. Rawls burst out. “If I can’t read it, then how do I know what I’m agreeing to?” 


“You don’t,” Parry said, smiling. “It’s so top secret that you’re only allowed to read it after you’ve 


signed it.” 

“Barmy,” Mr. Rawls muttered, dashing off his signature, then turning to the next copy on the clipboard. 

After everyone had completed the requisite forms to Sergeant Finch’s satisfaction — including Mrs. 
Burrows, who had to be shown where to sign — they all followed him down the passage. It was several 
hundred feet in length, and along the sides were racks of battered metal helmets, gas masks, bicycles that 
looked as though they dated from the 1940s, and similarly old-fashioned radios in canvas haversacks. 

As they went, Sergeant Finch used a control on the handlebars of his scooter to activate the section 
doors in the passageway behind them. With a press on each numbered red button, another slab of heavy 
metal would grind across with the clanking noises they’d heard before, sealing the way out. 

“So Danforth’s here already?” Parry asked. 

“Yes, the Professor’s in the Hub, sir,’ Sergeant Finch replied. “He’s been connecting up his new 
gizmos.” 

Parry nodded. “We’d better go and check on how he’s doing.” 

“Yes, sir,” Sergeant Finch acknowledged, the wheels on his scooter squeaking on the linoleum flooring 
as he picked up speed down the slight incline. Colly trotted along quickly in front of the human contingent, 
all the cats flocking after her in a herd. The Hunter seemed to be more animated than she had been in a 
long time, but that was probably because a playful kitten kept attempting to jump on her with its tiny claws 
extended. 

Danforth barely glanced up as they entered the Hub, transfixed by the screen of his laptop. “You need 
to see this,” he said. “It’s the main item on all the US channels.” 

The Hub was a large circular space, and in the middle were five banks of long desks that supported 
old telephones and oak boards dotted with clunky-looking dials. Down one whole side of the Hub were 
Perspex screens, which extended the full height from floor to ceiling and on which various maps of the 
British Isles had been painted in heavy black outlines. Chester hovered by one that showed the south of 
England and right across the Channel to the French coastline. 

Danforth was at the very front of the room. From a panel in the wall next to him spilled a tangled 
spaghetti of cables, and these twitched as he fiddled with something behind his laptop. “If I can just get 
this redundant piece of junk to work,” he muttered, waving a hand in the direction of a large screen on the 
wall above him, “we’ll all be able to watch in glorious Technicolor.” 

The screen suddenly swam with rapidly moving jagged lines. “Almost got it,” Danforth said as the 
image of a person loomed from the static, then was gone again. Changing a setting on his laptop, Danforth 
announced, “And if we apply a little attenuation. . . hey presto!” 

“CNN?” Parry asked as he frowned at the picture on the screen — a news anchor behind a desk — 
although as yet there was no sound. “Is this what you wanted us to see?” 

“Yes,” Danforth replied. “The item’s running on all the news channels over in the US CNN, Fox, ABC 
— take your pick.” 


Sergeant Finch was gawping openmouthed at the picture. “Is this the TV? I’ve never ’ad the TV down 
’ere before.” 

“The whole electricity pylon up top was designed to be a powerful radio antenna, but there are also a 
couple of satellite dishes concealed in it. I managed to tap into the feed from one of them,” Danforth said. 
“And... with a bit of Heath Robinson ingenuity .. . finally . . . we should have sound.” There was an 
earsplitting screech from the speakers around the walls as he tweaked another setting on his laptop. 

Everyone had gathered before the large screen except Mrs. Burrows, who was kneeling beside Colly 
as she kept the overzealous kitten away from her. 

The anchor wore a grim expression. “Only now are details being released by the Department of 
Homeland Security about the explosion that killed three members of the Senate and four other people 
outside a government building on Capitol Hill late yesterday. Erroneous reports had been circulating 
that a car bomb was responsible for the explosion.” 

There were shots of American military personnel manning a barricade across a road. Then the camera 
zoomed past them for a close-up of several burned-out cars around which people in white forensic suits 
were milling. 

“But this is now known not to be the case. Security footage has revealed that the explosive device 
was carried by a middle-aged man who appears to have been operating without accomplices.” The 
anchor came on-screen again. “A few hours ago at a press briefing, Homeland Security released this 
statement.” 

A woman was at a podium, a sea of reporters in the long room before her. “The alleged bomber has 
been identified as an American citizen —” A loud ripple of amazement went through the reporters as 
hands shot up. “Please — I’ll be taking questions in a moment,” the spokesperson said, and waited for 
the reporters to quiet down again. “Thank you,” the woman continued as the clamor subsided. 
“Identified as an American citizen who has resided in Great Britain for the last five years, where he 
worked on television documentaries. ” 

Mrs. Burrows was on her feet. 

“A recent photograph of the alleged bomber has been released,” the spokesperson continued as a 
picture flashed up on the screen. 

“Can you see him? Will you describe him? Please!” Mrs. Burrows demanded anxiously. 

Everyone in the Hub was looking at her, except Parry. 

“Late thirties, about two hundred pounds, longish curly hair, beard... ,” Parry began. 

“Ben,” Mrs. Burrows gasped, realizing it had to be the American television producer she’d befriended 
in Highfield. 

Parry didn’t need to complete the description as the spokesperson continued. “According to the 
passenger logs at JFK, Benjamin Wilbrahams arrived on a flight from London in the early hours of 


yesterday morning, and then drove a rented car from the airport to Washington, DC. Although all 


commercial flights to and from the United Kingdom have been suspended for the past two weeks, 
Wilbrahams was on one of the special US Air Force repatriation flights. He was subjected to a full 
security check before being allowed to board. A device was not detected in his luggage or on his 
person; however, it is believed that he might have had it concealed inside his body, similar to the 
Human Bombs dispatched from England to other European countries, which have been all too 
numerous in recent weeks. ” 

The reporters at the media briefing in the long room were now completely silent. 

The news anchor reappeared on the screen. “Following the oil spill debacle on the American Gulf 
Coast, hostility toward Britain has never been higher than in the past few years. And this incident, in 
which one of our own citizens has somehow been coerced into perpetrating a horrific act of terrorism 
on US soil, has taken anti-British sentiment to a new high. There have been demonstrations outside the 
British Embassy in New York and several British consulates across the country.” 

The picture switched to a heaving crowd bristling with placards. 

“Our American sons gave their lives to help England conquer Germany in the last war. And this . . . 
this is how they repay us!” a man fumed as he brandished a fist at the camera. 

“Just look at all the terrorist factions they’ve let into their country. This was going to happen — it 
was only a matter of time,” another man said. 

Then a woman began to chant, “Nuke the Brits! Nuke the Brits!” 

“Very clever. The Styx have made sure there’ll be no help coming from our cousins across the 
Atlantic,” Danforth said. 

“That’s enough,” Parry decided. “Turn it off.” 

As the screen went dark, everyone turned to Mrs. Burrows. “They used Ben. He must have been 
Darklit to oblivion,” she said quietly, her head bowed. “He didn’t deserve to die like that.” 

Parry cleared his throat uncomfortably. Exchanging a glance with Old Wilkie, he went over to 
Stephanie. “I think the time has come for you and me to have a proper chat.” 

Stephanie didn’t respond with any of her usual shrill exuberance, but instead nodded meekly. Chester 
felt a surge of sympathy for the girl — it was obvious that she hadn’t yet been told quite how serious the 
situation was. 

“And the rest of you check in with Sergeant Finch about your rooms,” Parry said. “At least you’ll be 


comfortable here — the sleeping quarters in the level below aren’t far off a five-star hotel.” 


WILL HAD NEVER seen Drake look so worried, as he drew his gaze up to Eddie’s face and then spoke. 
“Tell me something,” he said. “How do you know for certain that this so-called Phase is really taking 
place? Have any of your men seen it with their own eyes? And where’s it going on?” he asked in quick 
succession. 

“Oh, it’s going on all right, but we don’t know where,” Eddie replied. “If you’re a Styx, it’s the most 
powerful force you ever encounter. ... You can sense it with every single cell in your body. All my men 
can. We’ve known it was on the way for a while. And the Styx women, wherever they are, will have felt it 
long before us. The urge is far more powerful in them. It’s the irresistible and overwhelming summons to 
reproduce. It’s . . .” — Eddie paused as he chose the right way to express himself — “it’s as though a 
clarion call is transmitted through the air . . . a chemical trigger.” 

“Pheromones,” Drake suggested, drawing in a breath. 

Eddie appeared to be so deep in thought that he hadn’t heard. “The trigger instigates . . . coordinates . . 
. the Phase, whether anybody wants it or not. Our women transform into something different, something 
terrifying. And what they unleash — the Warrior Class — wipes the board clean of any species that aren’t 
regarded as food stocks. Out with the old.” 

“Us included?” Drake said. 

“Yes, any life-form that poses even the remotest threat to Styx dominance will be eradicated. That 
means open season on all humans.” Catching a movement outside the Humvee, Eddie noticed a red 
squirrel as it shinnied down a tree trunk. He pointed at it. “In the same way that species was once the 
dominant one, before the gray variety pushed it out.” 

“But this Warrior Class you’re talking about — they’re still only physical. Even if they’re some kind of 
mega-Limiter, well-armed Topsoilers could stop them, couldn’t they?” Drake asked. “Particularly if we 
get ourselves organized.” 

“That’s a monumentally big if. They thrive on chaos. They are chaos,” Eddie said. “And if you engage 
them, and somehow manage to gain the upper hand, there’s the possibility of a second stage.” 

“I don’t think I want to hear this,” Drake groaned as Eddie hunted for a page in the Book of 
Proliferation, then held it up. 


“What the heck are those?” Will asked. 

The woodcut illustration occupied a full page but was divided into three boxes, which showed the sky, 
the land, and, at the bottom, an area of water covered in spume and waves, which was probably meant to 
suggest the sea. And in each of the boxes were inexplicable creatures. Other than the deadly teeth and 
claws, the only aspect the creatures had in common was that the artist had attempted to show they were 
transparent or semitransparent. Apart from this, each creature seemed to be adapted for its environment, 
the uppermost one with two sets of batlike wings, the middle one with three pairs of legs, and the aquatic 
one with fins. 

“Tf all else fails, the success of the Phase is guaranteed by this,” Eddie said. “This is the backstop .. . 
this is the ‘Armagi.’ ” 

“The Armagi?” Drake repeated carefully. 

“Tt’s the basis for the word ‘Armageddon,’ which has nothing to do with a place where some mythical 
final battle is going to take place, as many faiths would have you believe. But it is sort of the end... the 
end of the humans’ time on Earth,” Eddie said. 

“Sort of?” Will repeated, almost wanting to laugh because he couldn’t cope with what he was hearing. 

“According to our legends, the Armagi are continually adapting organisms, capable of regenerating an 
entirely new body from even a tiny piece of tissue. You take one apart, and you give rise to a legion. In 
scientific terms you could describe them as entire clusters of neoblasts, with the gift of being able to 
differentiate into whatever configuration of genocide machine is required at the particular time.” Eddie 
closed the book with some force. “So even if you manage to get to the end of the first act — the Warrior 
Class — the second act will bring the house down. Without knowing it, Vlad the Impaler’s knights 
forestalled the Armagi because they cremated every single living cell when they torched the catacombs.” 

“So we catch the Warrior Class before they’re able to disperse. And we use fire, too,” Drake 
reasoned. “We cremate everything — the Warriors and the Styx women.” 

Will spoke up. “I know you might not think it’s as important as all this, but can I ask something?” 

Eddie gave hima nod. 

“Ts this why the Rebeccas have so much power over the Styx?” Will said. 

“All our women possess an ascendancy over male Styx, but the Rebecca twins are from our ruling 
family.” 

“Right...and...um...,” Will began but seemed uncomfortable with what he wanted to say next. 

“Go on,” Drake encouraged him. 

“Well . . . where does all this leave Elliott?” the boy asked. 

Eddie looked blankly at him. “Where does it leave her? I honestly don’t know. Of course, she’s what 
the Colonists uncharitably call a Drain Baby since she’s a part-human, part-Styx hybrid. But which 
genotype is the dominant, I couldn’t tell you. All I can tell you is that she must be kept in isolation if the 
Phase is affecting her in any way. She’ll be a danger to anyone around her.” 


Will swallowed nervously. “Right,” he said, wishing he hadn’t asked. 
= E E 


Sweeney was still guarding the Limiters when Will returned to the ford. The soldiers were all standing in 
precisely the same spot, and only Mrs. Rawls had moved. She was sitting on the bank with her legs drawn 
up. 

“So the powwow’s over. What’s the skinny?” Sweeney asked. 

“You wouldn’t believe it if I told you,” Will replied. 

Sweeney touched the grid just in front of his ear. “Actually I caught most of it. Crazy stuff.” 

“You did?” Will said, glancing over his shoulder as he estimated how far away the Humvee was. “But 
it must be... what... a hundred feet?” 

“Piece of cake.” Sweeney grinned. 

As Will turned back, he was suddenly aware that eight pairs of Limiter eyes were on him. Now he 
knew what they knew. He coughed uneasily. “So you heard Drake wants to get going right away — and 
we’re taking Eddie along with us in one of his Humvees,” he said to Sweeney. 

Sweeney jutted his chin at the line of Limiters. “Sure, but what do we do with this sorry bunch?” 

“We let them go,” Will said. 

“So they’re our pals now?” The big man smiled. 

“S’pose so,” Will replied, as he turned to address the Limiters. “Eddie wants you to go to London and 
wait there for his orders. He said you should take the jeep and the other Humv .. .” As he peered down 
the track at the second vehicle, he could make out the Hunter’s body on the hood. His mind suddenly went 
empty. 

“You were saying,” Sweeney prompted gently. 

“Bartleby” was all the boy could manage as he gave Sweeney a helpless look. 

Sweeney nodded, then addressed the Limiters, “Listen up, all you Sticky Boys. You’re going to do the 
decent thing and give the laddie’s cat a burial. I want a proper hole dug — no skimping. You owe him 
that.” Sweeney caught Will’s eye. “OK?” 

Will nodded gratefully. 

Sweeney stuck a thumb in Mrs. Rawls’s direction. “And what about the filly?” 

Mrs. Rawls opened her mouth to object at being referred to in this way. She evidently thought better of 
it and resorted to giving Sweeney a murderous look. 

“Mrs. Rawls is coming with us,” Will said, then went off to collect his Bergen from the jeep, as well 
as a couple of holdalls Drake had left behind. 

Once he’d returned, Sweeney reached out an arm. “Let me take the weight off,” he said, hooking the 
Bergen and holdalls with his fingers and hoisting them from Will as if they contained nothing more than 


feathers. “And you can have your peashooter back,” he added, passing the weapon over. Although 


Sweeney didn’t have a gun on Mrs. Rawls any longer, Will noticed that he was careful to keep close to 
her as they walked. 

“Will,” Mrs. Rawls said, “now all the macho posturing is over, I want to know about my family. No 
one’s told me a thing about Jeff and Chester, but I’m assuming they’re both somewhere safe? Is that right?” 

“They certainly should be,” Will assured her. “And we’ll be joining them soon.” 

“Thank you,” Mrs. Rawls said, looking relieved. 

But the moment they arrived at the Humvee, Drake took one of the holdalls from Sweeney and 
approached Mrs. Rawls. 

“Emily, I can either continue to treat you as a potential hostile and keep you under restraint. Or I can 
give you a Clean bill of health by making sure you’re not Darklit. It’s your call.” 

Mrs. Rawls inclined her head toward Will and gave him a smile. “I was wrong about the macho 
posturing. He’s at it again.” Then she turned to Drake. “I don’t want to be in handcuffs when I see my 
family,” she said. “Do what you have to.” 

Drake delved into the holdall and extracted a small device. It appeared to be a pair of glasses 
connected by a cable to a small cylinder. 

“Did Danforth make that?” Will asked. 

“Yes, the new improved Pocket Purger,” Drake replied. “I know I’ve said it a million times, but the 
man’s a genius.” 

“Certainly is,” Sweeney said. “He offered to give my bonce an overhaul once, as if I was his blessed 
Moggy Minor.” 

“Well, he certainly miniaturized the original Purger,” Will observed. 

Drake nodded. “Will, I need you first.” He held the cylinder in front of the boy’s face. 

“Me? What for?” Will asked warily. 

“Just keep your eyes open and watch the birdie,” Drake replied. He depressed a button on the cylinder, 
and an intense purple beam shone straight into Will’s pupils. 

Will immediately recognized the color; it was identical to that of a Dark Light, although this time it was 
having absolutely no effect on him. He squinted as he stared, but only because of the brightness of the 
beam. “What now?” he said. 

“Anything?” Drake asked. “No feelings of nausea or discomfort?” 

“Nope,” Will replied. 

“Good,” Drake said as he released the button, and the beam went out. “You see, you’re the control. I 
didn’t expect any reaction, which proves you’re squeaky clean. Now for you, Emily.” Drake held the 
cylinder directly in front of her and clicked the button again. 

Letting out a sharp breath as if she’d been punched, her body went rigid as a plank. Sweeney used his 
lightning reactions to catch her before she fell. 


Eddie was watching the proceedings intently. “Fascinating technology. I assume you developed it on 


the back of your work on my Dark Light,” he said. “But I promise you, Drake — I haven’t given Emily any 
programming.” 

“No, maybe not you,” Drake said. “But there’s something knocking around in her head. I don’t know 
what it is, and I can’t take the risk. Put her on the backseat, Sparks,” he told Sweeney. “Hold her tight — I 
don’t want her thrashing about and hurting herself.” 

Mrs. Rawls was more than a little disoriented as Sweeney manhandled her into the Humvee. Sliding in 
beside her, he looped his gigantic arm around her shoulders. “Locked and loaded,” he confirmed. 

Drake leaned in through the open door of the Humvee, the glasses attached to Danforth’s device in his 
hand. “This is the business end,” he said, as he made sure the glasses were securely over Mrs. Rawls’s 
eyes. “I nearly forgot — don’t want her biting her tongue. Anyone got a handkerchief?” 

“Here,” Sweeney offered, producing a rather dirty rag from his combat jacket, which Drake folded 
over several times. 

“Open wide,” he directed Mrs. Rawls. Still groggy, she obediently did what she was told, allowing 
Drake to place it in her mouth. “Now just try to relax. This shouldn’t take long.” He flicked another 
switch on the cylinder, and purple light leaked from around the sides of the glasses. 

Will winced as Mrs. Rawls’s guttural cry reverberated through the forest. 


The Second Officer was buckling up his Sam Browne belt as he shuffled out into the corridor. Rather than 
go home, he’d just spent his second night in one of the cells in the interrogation wing of the police station, 
sleeping on a pile of prison blankets heaped on the cold flagstones. He still hadn’t forgiven his mother 
and sister. Not after they’d killed his little dog and served it up to him ina stew. As he came to the end of 
the whitewashed corridor and entered the reception area, he was swinging his arms in an attempt to de- 
kink his muscles. 

“Hello,” he called out as he arrived to find it deserted. “Sir? Hello? Anyone?” 

There was no response, so the Second Officer raised the flap in the counter and went to the doorway of 
the First Officer’s room. “Oh, you are here,” he said to his superior, who was bent over his desk, his head 
in his hands. “Is it the gut rot, sir?” the Second Officer asked sympathetically. 

“No,” the First Officer replied after a moment, then straightened up. 

The Second Officer recoiled as he saw the man’s battered face, his eye so swollen that it had almost 
closed up. “What happened? Who did this to you? How many were there?” 

“Tt was in the Hold.” The First Officer sighed. “I was squaring the prisoners away for the night when 
that bloody Mulligan started on me.” 

“Mulligan?” the Second Officer asked. “Bill Mulligan — the cabinetmaker?” 

The First Officer glanced down sheepishly. “No, his mother.” 

“Not Gappy Mulligan,” the Second Officer burst out. “But she’s ninety if she’s a day! How did she 


_?” 

“I know,” the First Officer grunted, shaking his head as if he’d never live this one down. “She was 
mouthing off about the Styx and — with no warning at all — she let fly at me. Got a vicious right hook, 
too.” 

“Gappy Mulligan,” the Second Officer repeated. He was so flabbergasted that he flopped down in the 
chair in front of the First Officer’s desk. He hadn’t been invited to sit, and when he realized what he’d 


done, he found that his superior was squinting at him through his good eye. “Oh, sorry, sir, I didn’t mean to 
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“You stay right there,” the First Officer said. “You know, Patrick, I think we’ve reached the point that 
we can do away with the usual decorum.” 

The Second Officer was astonished for a second time. His superior officer had never — never — 
before addressed him by his first name. Indeed, even the Second Officer’s own family referred to him as 
the Second Officer, rather than by his real name, because the laws of the Colony demanded it. 

“T...1...,” the Second Officer stuttered. 

“This is no time to be a stuffed shirt, Patrick,” the First Officer said, taking his pipe from a desk 
drawer and opening a tobacco pouch. It was also absolutely forbidden to smoke in the station. “Face up to 
it. Half the Colony is slowly but surely starving to death in their homes, while the other half is missing 
God knows where,” the First Officer continued, as he filled the pipe bowl with tobacco. “And the half 
that’s starving to death will probably end up killing each other as they fight over whatever scraps they can 
plunder from the food stores, and” — the First Officer used his flint lighter to ignite the tobacco before he 
went on — “and you and I, we’ll be stuck bang smack in the middle of it all. Some toothless hag — just 
like Mulligan — is going to bludgeon us to death with her handbag, and all for a mouthful of salted 
toadstrip.” He took several large puffs. “The joke is, Patrick, we’re all that’s left. A thin blue line holding 
back a tide of total and absolute anarchy. We’re caught between the devil and a cold, dark sea.” He shook 
his head stoically. “No, the outlook’s not good for us, old friend. Not good at all.” 

The Second Officer had been half listening as he racked his brains to try to remember his superior’s 
real name, but it wasn’t coming to him. Then something the First Officer had said struck him. “Sir, what 
was that about people missing? Has there been an incident?” 

Like everyone else, the Second Officer had heard the rumors, but he was inclined to believe that it was 
pure hearsay and that the people were somewhere in the sprawling shantytown in the North Cavern. 

The First Officer blinked as smoke wandered into his good eye, then he located a message scroll by his 
elbow and pushed it across the desk. “The Fifth Officer submitted a report while you were resting. You 
and I have both fielded a couple of unsubstantiated claims about missing citizens, but this is different. One 
of our own is unaccounted for. No one’s seen hide nor hair of the Third Officer for twenty-four hours.” 

“But he’s been doing the beat in the North,” the Second Officer said, referring to the rural cavern. “I 


saw him not long ago. Isn’t he over there right n —?” 


“He didn’t report for duty this morning,” the First Officer interrupted. “And he hasn’t been home. Word 
is, something went on in the North overnight and, whatever it was, my guess is he got caught up in it. Look 
at this edict from the Styx,” he said, jabbing his pipe stem in the direction of the scroll. “We’re being 
refused access.” 

“The North? Off-limits to us?” the Second Officer said. “Why? We’re police officers.” 

The First Officer nodded. “Highly irregular, isn’t it?” 

The Second Officer read the message. “Why on earth would the Styx impose a full restriction order?” 
He got to his feet with a sudden snort of indignation. “I’m going down there to take a look for myself,” he 
resolved on the spur of the moment. 

“Really?” the First Officer said, his eyebrows arching with a detached amusement as the strong 


tobacco began to work on his strained nerves. “Then you’re a braver man than I am, Patrick.” 
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No one came out to check the Second Officer’s credentials as he approached the Skull Gate, but that 
didn’t necessarily mean he hadn’t been observed by a Styx. He passed through it and, twenty minutes 
later, reached the final incline down to the South Cavern where he could look out over the streets and 
houses. As the thrumming from the Fan Stations resonated in his ears, it seemed to be louder than usual, as 
if it was the only sound in the whole of the city. 

Even when he entered the built-up area, he had the sense that he was the last person left in the Colony. 
There would normally be somebody out at that time in the morning as they went to their places of work or 
opened up their shops ready for the day, but now the streets were completely empty. 

Despite the fact that he wasn’t on speaking terms with his mother and sister, the Second Officer was so 
concerned that he stopped off there first. Finding that the front door was locked, he managed to drop his 
key with a clatter on the top step as he tried to open it. As he bent to retrieve his key and then stood up, he 
again became aware of the eerie calm all around him. 

With their curtains drawn, the windows in the terrace opposite were dark and unfriendly, like many 
black eyes glaring at him. For a while the street had been crammed to capacity with New Germanians, but 
the Styx had since taken them Topsoil. Over the weeks, he’d heard the New Germanian troops being 
mobilized at all sorts of odd hours during the night, their feet beating a tattoo on the pavement in perfect 
unison. But even though they’d now gone, very few Colonist families had been allowed to move back into 
their homes. He was beginning to wonder if they’d ever return and if his street would ever be the same 
again. Particularly if something untoward had gone on in the North Cavern. 

He finally let himself in and went inside. His first port of call was the kitchen, and not finding his 
mother or sister there, he tried the sitting room, then the bedrooms upstairs. The beds were unmade, the 
covers pulled back. 

Of course, Eliza might have taken their mother out somewhere, but the Second Officer couldn’t imagine 


quite where at that early hour. He was trying to stop himself from thinking the worst — that the Styx had 
paid a visit — as he descended the stairs. Pausing in the hallway, he heard a sound, which seemed to 
come from the empty kitchen, and immediately ducked into the sitting room to fetch Will’s shovel from the 
sideboard. If there were thieves in the house, he was going to give them the hiding of their lives. 

The Second Officer crept into the kitchen and listened. There was another sound. He went to the far 
end of the kitchen and slowly opened the door into the small vestibule. He tiptoed across it to a second 
door, which led to the coal cellar. As he pressed his ear to the door, he was sure he heard a scrabbling 
noise. Maybe a rat, he thought to himself. 

But then he was certain he could hear whispering. 

Two-legged rats, he told himself. 

Counting silently to three, he flung the door open and tore in with a roar. 

Someone moved in the shadows. He saw the whites of their eyes. 

He raised his shovel, ready to strike. 

“OOOH MY GAWD!” his mother wailed, her hands up to protect her face. 

Eliza screamed. 

“What... ?” the Second Officer cried, not believing his eyes. 

In their nightgowns, both his mother and sister were black with coal dust as they cowered in the far 
corner. 

“What in God’s name are you doing in here?” the Second Officer demanded, adrenaline still pumping 
through his body. 

His mother began to cry. 

“We thought it was the Styx at the door . . . coming for us,” Eliza managed to say. 

Both she and the old lady were still shaking as the Second Officer led them back into the kitchen and 
sat them down. He looked at them, so terrified, their faces and clothes thick with dust, then looked at the 
kitchen floor and the trail their bare feet had left on the tiles. The tiles that the old lady labored day in, day 
out to keep so spotlessly clean that one could eat off them. 

And he couldn’t be angry with them about the little dog any longer. But he was angry; he wanted 
someone to pay for what was going on in the Colony. Everything was falling apart. And this previously 
loyal Colonist, this upholder of order, knew precisely who was responsible. 

“This has to stop,” he whispered under his breath. “The Styx have to be stopped.” 


He made sure his mother and sister were safely tucked up in bed, then set off for the North Cavern. He 
went through still more deserted streets, not seeing a soul. Not even any Darklit New Germanians. Some 
streets he went down stank powerfully of raw sewage. Now that the regular work details had been 


suspended, nobody was going below the city to make sure the sluices were flowing freely. There must 


have been blockages in the main drains, and as a result the whole system was backing up. 

“What have we come to?” the Second Officer mumbled to himself as he suddenly stopped. Sure 
enough, at the mouth of the passageway into the North Cavern, there was a single piece of thick rope 
strung across the entrance, an official notice forbidding entry suspended from it. As the breeze rocked it 
gently, he considered the black-edged warning sign, then stepped over the rope and went in. 

And, as he emerged into the cavern, there were no longer any luminescent orbs on stands — they’d all 
been taken away — so he used his police lantern to light the way. Either side of the main track, there were 
only empty fields. No shantytown, no evidence that anyone had ever been there. 

The Second Officer thought he saw something. A movement. He tensed, fearing the worst, that he’d 
bumped straight into a Limiter. But after a few moments, when no one appeared, he carried on. 

A little farther down the track, he stopped again and shone his lantern before him. 

“Oh, G —!” he gasped. 

A shape, black and amorphous, rose from the ground. The Second Officer was absolutely convinced 
his luck had run out, and that this time, it could be nothing else but a Limiter. 

The flapping wings immediately told him he was wrong. He’d disturbed a small flock of miner birds 
that had been picking over the ground. They were unsightly-looking scavengers, with raggedy black 
feathers and spindly bodies, rather like etiolated sparrows. With no sound but the beat of their wings, they 
took flight, returning to their nests high in the canopy. 

Holding his chest and breathing heavily, the Second Officer took a moment to recover his composure, 
then began a thorough investigation of the area where the town had stood. It was strange to think that the 
last time he’d been here, he’d been examining three bodies while the Third Officer himself had looked on. 
But it was a different story now; he couldn’t find a single clue to help him. 

“Hopeless,” he complained, kicking at the sodden soil in sheer frustration. Then he froze. As though the 
ground had been raked over, just under the surface were unusual deposits. A darker, almost black material 
seemed to be mixed in with the soil. And it had nothing to do with the miner birds or the cultivation of 
penny bun crops. He knelt down to take a pinch of the material between his fingers, then held it to his 
nose. 

“Ash,” he said, sniffing. “Burned timber.” 

Whoever had cleared the area, they’d razed the town to the ground. They’d done a thorough job. As 
only the Styx could. 

He stood up, directing his lantern around him. 

“But what happened to the people?” 

He was still half expecting to hear the crack of a rifle and feel the sharp pain in his neck as a Limiter 
executed him for contravening the Styx edict. But there didn’t seem to be any of the ghoulish soldiers in 
the cavern, either. 


He continued to comb the area, going over the ground inch by inch. He was coming across pieces of 


broken crockery and glass, then he found a spent rifle cartridge. It smelled of cordite. It had been fired 
recently. But the people in the shantytown couldn’t have been burned along with their huts. He couldn’t 
believe that. And if they’d been taken away by the Styx, then where had they gone? 

He saw something glint as his lantern beam flicked over it. He almost knew what the object was before 
he stooped to retrieve it. It was a brass button with the motif of the crossed spade and pickax cast into it. 
The three-hundred-year-old crest of the Founding Fathers of the Colony. And this button could have come 
from only one place. 

From a policeman’s tunic. 

From the Third Officer’s tunic, to be precise. 

With the button gripped tightly in his hand, he returned to the main track. He walked faster and faster as 
it became clear to him what he had to do. He crossed the South Cavern, returning to the incline that he’d 
descended only a couple of hours previously. He continued up past the Fan Stations, then came to an 
abrupt stop. 

Making sure he hadn’t been followed and that there was no one in the tunnel up ahead, he ducked into 
the dark side passage. After thirty feet the passage opened out into a small chamber. In its center was a 
penned enclosure with straw scattered across the floor of bare rock. Although the Second Officer could 
still detect the smell of pigs, it had long ago been emptied of its occupants, slaughtered to feed the army of 
New Germanians. 

But the Second Officer hadn’t gone there for the pigs. 

At the far side of the chamber, he found where the door blown open by Drake and Chester had once 
been. It had since been shored up with huge chunks of rock, and most likely the Labyrinth tunnels on the 
other side had also been collapsed so that no one could ever again use it to enter the Colony. 

The Second Officer counted his paces as he followed the chamber wall along to his left, then stopped 
to examine the ground with his lantern. He found the depression, filled with pieces of rock, and began to 
excavate it, trying to make as little noise as he could. 

Then he saw what he’d come for. It was a black box the size of a pack of cards, with a wire aerial 
trailing from it. 

Look on it as a last measure, Drake had told him. If you ever need help, for any reason, I’ll do my 
best to come. 

At the time the Second Officer hadn’t given much thought to it. After half of the Laboratories had been 
demolished by their explosion, it had been vital that Drake and Chester escape from the Colony with Mrs. 
Burrows as quickly as they could. And the Second Officer himself had also been more than a little 
preoccupied about quite how he was going to convince the Styx of his innocence. 

He knew that he should have reported the device and had it removed, but his knowledge of it wasn’t 
going to be easy to explain away. So, in the end, he chose to simply forget about its existence. 


Until now. 


He inspected the device’s shiny black casing. Its appearance was similar to the beacons that Drake had 
provided to Will to mark his way down to the inner world, but this one was different. It also emitted a 
radio signal that was detectable through the crust, but on a completely different wavelength. 

With his clumsy fingers, the Second Officer located the microswitch on the side of the casing and slid 
it into the on position. Then he placed the beacon carefully back into the depression and made sure it was 
well buried again. 

He didn’t know quite when — or even if — Drake would pick up the signal, but he also didn’t know 
where else to go for help. He regarded the beacon as a message in a bottle, which he’d just cast into the 
ocean in the hope that it would be found and that he’d be rescued. 

That the entire Colony would be rescued. 





AS MRS. BURROWS ENTERED her quarters, the intercom beside the door was buzzing. She 
snatched the handset from the cradle. 

“Yes, it’s done,” she said. “It wasn’t easy — I reduced my breathing almost to nothing and moved 
slower than a snail so she wouldn’t hear me. She didn’t, and it’s a good thing, too, because I would’ve 
been hard-pressed to explain what I was doing in there.” 

She listened to the caller for several seconds. 

“T will,” she confirmed, moving toward the cradle as if she thought the conversation had come to an 
end. 

“Bartleby?” she gasped, turning in the direction of the oak desk in the small study at the end of the 
room. Between the two pedestals of drawers that formed its base, Colly was sitting like a Sphinx, her 
large amber eyes fixed on Mrs. Burrows. “Yes, it’s a terrible shame, but I suppose he was only doing 
what any wild animal does — he was following his instincts.” 

Mrs. Burrows twirled her finger around the flex of the handset as she listened to the caller. “Don’t 
worry, we’ ll be there when you arrive,” she said, then hung up. 

With a very human sigh, the Hunter lowered her muzzle onto her forepaws. 


“I know,” Mrs. Burrows said. “But you’ve got so much to look forward to.” 
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“Elliott,” Mrs. Burrows said, speaking softly in the darkness. 

The girl was instantly awake, rolling from her bed with her long rifle in her hands. 

“What is it?” she asked urgently. “What’s wrong?” 

“No, it’s nothing to be concerned about,” Mrs. Burrows assured her. “Only Will and Drake have 
arrived, and I thought you’d want to see them. They’re up in the Hub.” Mrs. Burrows didn’t give Elliott 
the opportunity to decide whether or not she wanted to come as she switched on the lights to the room. 

Parry hadn’t been misleading them when he’d said that the accommodation was comfortable. Elliott’s 
and Mrs. Burrows’s rooms were next to each other, the doors labeled gov 1 and gov 2. The quarters had 


evidently been intended for cabinet ministers, the interiors resembling something you might find in a 


luxurious ocean liner, with mahogany furniture and brass fittings, but minus the portholes. 

The main room in each quarters was some thirty feet square, with its own en suite bathroom and a 
small adjoining study just large enough for a writing desk and a couple of chairs. Everything in them — 
the cupboards, carpets, linen — was the very best that early-twentieth-century Britain had had to offer. 
The only modern addition to the rooms was the ugly plastic trunking that had been run along the top of the 
skirting and by the sides of the doors, where intercoms with incongruous aluminum faceplates had been 
installed, so that each room had a communication link with the Hub. 

“Do I need to get dressed?” Elliott asked. She was wearing a baggy white T-shirt that she’d found in 
the wardrobe, along with a pair of blue shorts far too large for her. 

“Maybe a bathrobe,” Mrs. Burrows suggested, hugging herself inside hers, which was cut from a thick 
blanketlike material. Far from being airless, if anything the quarters were rather chilly as fresh air 
pumped in through vents in the ceiling. 

When Elliott was ready, Mrs. Burrows said, “All set?” and they left the room together. 

“Chester!” Elliott exclaimed, surprised to see him slumped against the wall in the corridor. Elliott’s 
voice roused the boy, and with much grunting, he hauled himself to his feet. He yawned so cavernously, it 
looked as though he might dislocate his jaw. 

“Oh, hi... sorry... I was in sucha deep sleep when Mrs. Burrows came to get me,” he said, rubbing 
his eyes. “Only had a couple of hours.” 

They went down the corridor, then turned into a lobby where the elevators were located. 

“Level 2,” Chester read through another yawn. He was squinting through one eye at the floor plan on 
the wall. As Sergeant Finch, with his bevy of cats in tow, had taken them down in the elevator to show 
them to their quarters, he’d told them that the Complex had six levels in total. He had also told them that 
all the power for it came from the nearby electricity lines outside, the clever thing being that, because it 
was taken straight from the grid, no one could tell that current was being siphoned off for the secret 
establishment. 

“Which elevator did he tell us to avoid?” Mrs. Burrows asked as she stood in the middle of the lobby. 
Sergeant Finch had warned that one of the elevators was liable to break down, but she hadn’t been able to 
see which of them he’d been referring to. 

“Here,” Elliott answered, leading Mrs. Burrows by the hand to the closed doors. “Just remember not to 
take the first on this side.” 

“Thank you,” Mrs. Burrows said. 

Chester summoned an elevator, and one arrived almost immediately. “Going up,” he mumbled, and 
stepped to the side to allow Elliott and Mrs. Burrows to enter, then reluctantly followed them in. 

The elevator picked up speed as it ascended, then abruptly shuddered to a halt. The main light above 
them went out, and another blinked on, bathing them in a dim yellow glow. A prerecorded man’s voice 


calmly announced, “Emergency Lighting.” 


“Oh, bloody brilliant,” Chester complained as he repeatedly pressed the button with H on it to try to 
get them moving again. “Rather have taken the stairs . . . haven’t trusted elevators ever since that wonky 
contraption under Will’s house.” 

But the moment he’d finished speaking, the elevator sprang back into life and continued on its way up. 

“So Drake and Will . . . are they all OK? Nothing happened on the way here?” Elliott asked Mrs. 
Burrows. The girl was rubbing her shoulder as if it was painful. 

There was no time for an answer as a bell tinged and the doors slid open. The three of them exited, 
passing down several passageways to reach the Hub. The illumination on the way was similar to the 
emergency lighting in the elevator. 

“T wonder why it’s so dark,” Chester commented as they stepped into the Hub. 

The first person they saw was Danforth, lit by the glow of not just his original laptop but another five 
of them arranged on trestle tables around him. He’d obviously continued to work on whatever he was 
doing as many more wall panels had been opened, and a bewildering number of cables spilled from them 
and around the legs of the tables. Noticing that Chester, Elliott, and Mrs. Burrows had entered the Hub, he 
peered up briefly. “Main power’s going to be off for a while,” he said, without any further explanation. 

“Will! Drake!” Elliott shouted as she spotted them on the other side of the Hub, and hurried over. 

“T don’t believe it!” Chester cried as he saw who was in his father’s arms. Mr. and Mrs. Rawls were 
standing at the mouth of the entrance tunnel. 

“Chester!” Mrs. Rawls shouted, widening her embrace to include him as he dashed over to her. 
Chester clung to her, feeling her face wet with tears of happiness and relief. 

“You found her! Thank you!” Chester said to Drake. “Thank you so much!” 

Drake nodded, then turned to Elliott. “We need to talk,” he began, his voice serious. 

Elliott noticed that Will had stepped a little closer to her, and also the way in which he was peering 
nervously at her back — at the long rifle slung over her shoulder, she assumed. 

“What is it?” she asked, immediately aware that something was amiss. She took a couple of paces 
away from Will and Drake. “Why won’t you tell me?” 

Then she happened to glance down the long entrance tunnel. Two figures were making their way 
toward the Hub along it. The larger of them — the hulking form — was unmistakable even at the distance. 
“Sweeney,” Elliott said, but she didn’t recognize the second, smaller figure. “Who’s that with him?” 

“Elliott... ,” Will said, edging closer to her. “We’ve got —” 

“Jiggs ...is that Jiggs?” Elliott demanded, squinting down the tunnel. Although there had been the odd 
mention of him, nobody had actually laid eyes on him yet, although they assumed they would before long. 

Elliott shook her head slowly. 

“No,” she said. 

She shot a glance at Drake. 

“No! Not him!” 


Will saw the way she’d set her jaw, and the look of deadly intent in her eyes. 


“Elliott, give me the rifle,” Drake asked, trying to seize hold of her, but she was too fast. 
She ran toward the figure. 


Toward her father. 


PART 2 


MAELSTROM 





VANE PUSHED HERSELF off the Colonist she’d just impregnated. With slow, reptilian precision, she 
extended her leg to the floor beside the bed, where she planted a foot. The tube-like ovipositor was 
retracting into her mouth as she slid her other leg across the limp body, then stood up. 

The Colonist on the bed was a middle-aged woman who had only recently been brought up from the 
subterranean city. She’d been one of the unlucky inhabitants of the shantytown in the North Cavern, taken 
from there at gunpoint by the Limiters, and Darklit until nothing remained of the conscious centers of her 
mind. 

And although effectively brain-dead, the Colonist’s chest now began to heave and she coughed 
soundlessly as the egg sac induced involuntary spasms in her air tract. In a few cases, the troublesome 
human host would actually bring up the egg sac, and that meant starting the process all over again. Vane 
watched the woman until she was satisfied that the implantation had been successful, then looked from 
one end of the warehouse to the other. The Styx women had been systematically working their way 
through the humans, and maybe as many as a hundred had already been impregnated. 

Vane’s insect limbs twitched, then came together above her head. They oscillated against each other, 
faster and faster, until they were producing an unbroken sound similar to that of a cricket. Vane silenced 
the limbs, angling her head as she listened out. Barely a second later, a hollow rattle drifted back from 
somewhere else on the floor as Alex replied in kind. 

Vane and Alex continued to communicate, homing in on each other as they headed toward the beds at 
the entrance to the warehouse. 

Through the steam and subdued lighting, they spotted each other. They met around the bed of a young 
man, the very first human to be impregnated. 

Although both Vane and Alex had been feeding on the raw meat and drinking regularly from the vats of 
viscid sugar solution provided for them at various points across the warehouse floor, the Phase had 
drastically changed their appearance. The relentless production of egg sacs had sent their metabolic rates 
soaring through the roof, so much so that nearly every ounce of their body fat had been burned off. 

They barely resembled the strikingly beautiful women they’d been before the Phase began. Under their 


torn and bloodstained clothes, their physiques had been pared down to not much more than muscle and 


bone. Their faces were unnaturally angular, as if an artist had attempted to recreate them by using an 
assortment of hard planes. 

“Time to check on our young,” Alex announced in the rasping Styx language. If Will and Chester had 
been there to see her appearance as she spoke, it would have explained why the Styx’s tongue had always 
sounded so inhuman to them. It was inhuman, and they were inhuman. 

“Yes, it will be time,” Vane replied, eagerly rubbing her bony hands together. As she did so, the 
musculature and ligaments in her arms slid against each other under her taut skin like a mechanical model. 

Alex moved closer to the young man and leaned over him. She paused to wipe her chin. The glands in 
her throat hadn’t yet stopped producing the lubricative fluids required for the multiple impregnations, and 
these were now overflowing from her mouth and dangling from her cracked lips in sticky necklaces. 

Undoing the top button of the man’s shirt, she slid her hand inside it. 

“Yes,” she sighed. 

She gently took out a pulsing, ivory-colored larva some five inches long. It was similar in appearance 
to a giant maggot, although far stubbier. Holding the Styx Warrior larva in both hands, she lifted it up to 
her face to examine one end. “Who’s such a pretty little thing? Who’s just perfect?” she cooed. 

The eyes hadn’t yet developed, but a small mouth opened and closed. As it did so, something caught in 
the illumination from one of the nearby overhead lights. The Warrior larva’s fangs shone with a pearly 
whiteness, like a baby’s milk teeth. They were snapping together as she held the grub against her chest, 
looking down at it lovingly. 

Vane had also reached under the man’s shirt and into his pleural cavity, which had been exposed as the 
grubs burst from his body. She took out not one but two larvae, cradling them in her arms as they wriggled 
against her like lively puppies. 

“Yes, they are perfect,” Vane said, her eyes flooding with tears of happiness and fulfillment. One of her 
larvae began to make a high keening sound. Almost immediately the other larva in her arms and Alex’s 
also joined in. 

The man’s body on the bed started to move as though he’d miraculously been brought back to life. But 
he was well and truly dead. The movement was the other larvae as they tried to gnaw their way through 
his jeans and worm out from his shirtsleeves. 

“The little ones are ravenous,” Alex said. “They’re our firstborn. They’re special. I think we should 
spoil them.” 

Vane nodded in agreement. “They deserve a special treat.” She placed her larvae back on the bed and 
strode across to the very corner of the warehouse. There she peered into the shadows at the group of 
Colonists and New Germanians. Most of them were simply stretched out on the floor, but a few were 
sitting up. And although they’d had their minds wiped by Dark Lights, the Limiters had taken the 
precaution of erecting a pen around them in case any of them still had the ability to wander off, like 


bewildered cattle. 


Vane opened the gate to the pen and heaved a thickset man to his feet. “Let’s be having you,” she said. 

It was the Third Officer, still in his police uniform. “Good. Nice bit of flesh on you,” Vane said, 
yanking him toward her. He could barely walk, his feet landing on their sides or clumsily knocking against 
each other. But Vane half dragged, half carried him until she was back at the bed. Alex had ripped open 
the clothes on the corpse so that the other larvae — as many as thirty of them — no longer had to fight 
their way out. 

Vane pushed the Third Officer down onto the mattress. The larvae’s teeth clicked like many pairs of 
castanets as they wriggled toward his living tissues. The two Styx women looked on, their hearts bursting 


with pride as their babies began to gorge themselves. 
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Eddie and Sweeney had both come to a standstill in the long entrance passageway, but Elliott was very 
much on the move. She was striding toward her father, and closing in fast. 

Everyone in the dimly lit Hub had their eyes on her — Parry, Danforth, and, even though they’d just had 
their emotional reunion, Chester and his parents. 

Will couldn’t see Elliott’s expression, but from the way she’d talked about Eddie in the past, he thought 
the odds were stacked against this being a happy reconciliation between father and daughter. Quite the 
opposite, in fact — Elliott had taken the side of her Colonist mother and had even killed Limiters down in 
the Deeps. Will really didn’t want to think about how she was going to react now she was finally coming 
face-to-face with her father again. 

“She’s armed,” Will pointed out to Drake with some urgency. 

Chester had quickly made his way over, and Will gave hima glance to see if he was similarly troubled. 
“You know, she might use that rifle on him,” Will said to him. But his friend didn’t answer — he seemed 
to be completely preoccupied with Elliott’s progress along the passageway. 

“Well, isn’t anyone going to do anything?” Will demanded frantically, directing the question at Drake. 
“Just in case?” 

“Stand down,” Drake whispered. “Let her keep the rifle.” 

As Will saw the big man next to Eddie turn slightly, he realized Drake was speaking to him. Although 
Sweeney was some forty feet away, he had heard the directive with his incredibly acute hearing. Will 
watched as Sweeney gave the tiniest shrug. 

“I say again — stand down,” Drake whispered. “But step in if you see a blade.” 

Will thought Sweeney gave a wink in response, but he couldn’t be sure. In any case, he was too intent 
on Elliott — if there was going to be an incident, it was going to be now. 

Some ten feet away from her father, Elliott shouldered her rifle, aiming it squarely at him. 

Eddie stood his ground, not shifting an inch. 


“Drake... ,” Will said, panic creeping into his voice. 


Maybe Elliott was expecting Sweeney to intervene with his lightning-fast reactions, because she 
seemed to falter slightly in her step as she stole a quick glance at him. However, Sweeney showed no 
signs of doing anything. 

As she came closer still to Eddie, she lowered the rifle from her shoulder but made as if she was going 
to lash out at him with the stock. Ultimately she didn’t, lobbing the weapon at Sweeney, who caught it 
with ease in his enormous hands. 

Instead she stopped before Eddie. She shook her head, then slapped him across the cheek with such 
force that the sound carried all the way back to the Hub. 

“Ooh, bet that stung!” Chester said, cringing slightly. 

Elliott struck her father again, slapping his other cheek with equal vehemence. 

“Eddie’s been getting a lot of that lately,” Will said. This elicited a sidelong glance from Drake, before 
he whispered another directive to Sweeney. 

“T think we’re out of the woods,” he said. “You can give them some space now.” 

Sweeney started down the passageway toward the Hub. Much to Will’s amazement, Elliott and her 
father had begun to talk, albeit Elliott was shouting. 

As Will considered what had just taken place, he was puzzled. “How could you be sure she wasn’t 
going to shoot him?” he asked Drake. 

Mrs. Burrows opened her hand, revealing the contents to her son. “That would be difficult . . . without 
these.” 

“Bullets?” Will said, then realized why his mother had them. He glanced at the long-barreled weapon 
Sweeney was holding as he ambled into the Hub. “So Elliott’s rifle wasn’t even loaded?” 

Drake nodded. “Eddie’s vital to us right now — I couldn’t afford to let anything happen to him. So I 
rang ahead and asked your mum to make safe the rifle. She’s just about the only person I know with the 
ability to sneak in and do it without waking Elliott up.” Drake looked directly at Will. “You don’t think 
Pd leave something like that to chance, do you?” 

“Thanks for telling me,” Will grumbled, annoyed that he’d been left in the dark. “And you'd better 
make sure they’re back in her rifle before she finds out. Otherwise she’ll never trust you again.” 

Parry had come over. “So we’re allowing the enemy onto the base now,” he said disapprovingly to his 
son. “Are you handing out tickets? It’s getting like bloody Piccadilly Circus down here.” 

“Eddie’s not our enemy, and what Will and I learned from him this morning explains exactly what the 
Styx are up to,” Drake said firmly. “And it’s worse than any of us could ever have imagined.” He 
produced the Book of Proliferation from an inner pocket and passed it to Will. “I want you to gather 
everyone together in one of the briefing rooms and bring them up to speed. And that includes Old Wilkie 
and his granddaughter, the Colonel and Sergeant Finch — they all need to hear, too.” 

“Me? You want me to do it?” Will said, aghast. He wasn’t sure yet if he himself was wholly convinced 
by what Eddie had told them, and he also felt that he lacked Drake’s authority to deliver such an earth- 


shattering revelation. 

Drake nodded. 

“So I tell them everything?” Will asked. 

“Everything,” Drake confirmed. 

Will couldn’t have felt more uncomfortable with Drake’s answer, because in telling everyone about the 
Phase, he’d also implicate Elliott. The fact that the Phase could change her into something alien and 
hostile hadn’t been out of his thoughts since Eddie had revealed it in the Humvee that morning. She was 
Will’s friend, and he’d been doing his best not to view her any differently. And if Will was the one who 
broke the news about Elliott to everyone, it would make him feel very disloyal toward her. 

“You really mean everything?” Will asked again. 

“Yes, chapter and verse,” Drake answered a little tetchily. 

“Why are you lumping this on the lad? What’s so important that you and this Eddie fellow can’t give us 
the sitrep yourselves?” Parry demanded of his son. 

“Because I have something I need to see to right now,” Drake said, inclining his head toward the 
entrance tunnel where Elliott and Eddie were deep in conversation. Elliott’s voice was no longer raised, 
and from the way it was going between her and her father, it certainly appeared as though there wouldn’t 
be any trouble between them. Nevertheless, Drake was far from relaxed. This was made even more 
evident when he drew his Beretta from its holster and made sure it was loaded before replacing it. 

Parry seemed to realize that his son had other priorities and didn’t push the point. Drake took a step 
toward the entrance tunnel, but then stopped and swung around to his father. “Tell me — does the medical 
bay in this place have an X-ray machine?” he asked. 

“Check with Finch, but I’m pretty sure it does. The bay was fully reequipped in the seventies,” Parry 
replied. “Even if the machine needs some coaxing to get it working, Danforth’s your man. He’ll be able to 
do it.” 

Parry stayed behind to summon Stephanie and the others from their rooms, using the intercom, while 
Will and Chester began to walk toward one of the briefing rooms just off the Hub. Will was carrying the 
Book of Proliferation rather gingerly in his hand — he didn’t much relish the thought of touching the 
human skin of the cover. 

“So what’s this about, Will?” Chester asked, leaning his head conspiratorially toward his friend. “And 
what’s with Drake and the pistol? Doesn’t he trust Eddie?” 

“The gun isn’t for Eddie. It’s for Elliott,” Will replied. 

Chester stopped dead in his tracks as Will continued toward the briefing room. 


The dim half-light of the room seemed highly appropriate as Will recounted what Eddie had told him and 
Drake. When he’d finished, Will glanced at the somber faces around the table. Nobody spoke — there 


was only the sound of the steady rush of air coming in through the vents. 

Parry was the only one not looking at him. With a small flashlight, he was examining the Book of 
Proliferation, squinting at the pages through his reading glasses. Then he raised his head to Will. “I don’t 
know this Eddie chap from Adam, but if this is just some tall tale, it’s a mighty elaborate one. And it does 
explain why the Styx have become so active; they didn’t have any choice in the matter.” 

One of Sergeant Finch’s many cats leaped up onto the table. Its tail switched from side to side as it 
strolled regally toward the old man in his mobility scooter. The sight of the animal reminded Will that he 
had something else to add. “I don’t know how I forgot,” he said sadly, “but there’s one more thing I need 
to tell you. Bartleby’s dead.” 

Coming on top of the revelations about the Phase, there was no immediate reaction from anyone in the 
room, until Mrs. Burrows spoke. “Bartleby would never have deserted Colly, not voluntarily,” she said. 

“Eddie told us it was all an accident,” Will said. “Bart surprised one of his Limiters, who reacted on 
instinct. The man’s been punished.” 

Hunching forward, Chester thumped his elbows on the table. “I hope he bloody well has,” he said 
angrily. 

Will nodded. “Actually, the Limiter killed himself. Right in front of us, he blew himself apart with one 
of Sweeney’s grenades.” 

“Tt was just awful,” Mrs. Rawls whispered. 

Stephanie made an Erm noise, and raised her hand as if she was in a classroom. Old Wilkie was about 
to tell her to be quiet when Parry intervened. “Let the girl talk if she wants,” he said. “We’re all in this 
together.” 

Stephanie took a breath. “Will, what you’ve told us sounds sort of like something from a horror movie. 
I totally accept the Styx are real enough and everything, specially as you brought one home with you. But 
this stuff about eggs and reproduction and these monsters wiping out human beings . . . how do you know 
it’s true? It seems so — like — out there,” she said, raising her hands and wiggling her fingers in mock 
terror. “Other than what Eddie Styx has told you, and this Monster Booky-wook of Monsters he’s got” — 
she gestured in Parry’s direction — “you don’t know for certain it’s true. You don’t have any other proof, 
do you?” 

Will was about to say something, then closed his mouth. 

“So?” Stephanie pushed him. 

Will knew then that he couldn’t avoid opening up about Elliott. While he’d been briefing them all, he’d 
tried to make as little eye contact with Chester as he could, hoping that his friend wouldn’t work out the 
implications for her until Will had spoken to him in private. 

Will swallowed. “Elliott,” he said quietly. “Elliott could be the proof.” 

Chester murmured something, but Stephanie was quick to follow up. “Why Elliott?” she demanded. 

“She’s half Styx, isn’t she? And she might be old enough for the Phase to alter her.” Will made himself 


look at Chester. His friend’s face fell as he realized the significance that Elliott’s mixed parentage could 
have for her. 

Stephanie had put her hand up again. “But she looks normal — she can have babies like . . . like 
normal people, can’t she?” 

“Yes,” Will replied. 

Stephanie was shaking her head. “So you’re saying Elliott could still change . . . but wouldn’t she 
know this might happen? I mean, she must have known about all this Phase stuff?” 

“Elliott wasn’t brought up by the Styx, so — no — she didn’t know. It’s a secret they’ve kept 
completely to themselves. And the Colonists don’t know anything about it,” he replied. “Eddie did tell us 
that Styx women can give birth like normal people, but the Phase is something else altogether. It’s a really 
powerful force ... instinct . . . that affects the Styx race. And the Phase only shows itself when it takes 
control of their wom —” 

“So does that make her dangerous to be around?” Stephanie interrupted. 

“I... we don’t know yet,” Will replied. “But I suppose that’s what Drake’s trying to find out right now 
by X-raying her.” 

“You mean he’s finding out whether Elliott’s turning beetle on us or not?” Stephanie asked with a 
genuine shiver. 

Will nodded. He couldn’t really be angry with Stephanie for being so outspoken. It was only what 
everyone else in the room was thinking, even if they weren’t saying it. 


“Poor sweetie,” Stephanie said sympathetically. “I do hope she doesn’t.” 
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Referring to the floor plan on the wall in the Level 4 lobby, Will and Chester found their way to the 
medical bay. Neither of them would have dreamed of entering while Elliott’s examination was still in 
progress, so instead they installed themselves on a bench in the corridor outside. 

Danforth eventually emerged, but there wasn’t an opportunity to ask him anything as he tore off in the 
direction of the elevators. Before long he was back with a large briefcase that Will recognized — it was 
full of tools and electronics testingequipment. And as Danforth swept back into the medical bay, through 
the open door Will caught a glimpse of Elliott being led by her father. Although everywhere else in the 
Complex was still on emergency lighting, the medical bay didn’t seem to be affected at all, the interior 
bright and well illuminated. So before the door slammed shut, Will had been able to see that Elliott was 
walking barefoot on the linoleum, and dressed in some sort of loose-fitting hospital garment, which made 
her look very small and vulnerable. And she’d also appeared to be incredibly agitated. Will didn’t know 
if Chester had seen her, too, but made no remark to him. 

As Elliott’s examination went on, the boys listened to the low drone of voices, not being able to make 


out distinct words but imagining the worst. 


The murmur of male voices continued, but then there was a scream. It was Elliott. The scream wasn’t 
particularly loud, but Will and Chester both jumped. 

“Bartleby,” Chester abruptly blurted out, pretending to scratch a callous on his palm. “It’s strange now 
he’s gone for good, isn’t it? I miss not having him around.” 

The Hunter’s unfortunate demise certainly wasn’t what was preoccupying either Chester or Will at that 
moment, but it was less painful to talk about than Elliott’s situation. 

“Bartleby. Yes,” Will answered, not really knowing what he was saying. “I miss him, too. I suppose he 
was sort of part of the team.” 

There was another, quieter cry. 

Will didn’t want to imagine what they were doing to her. His feelings swung from anger that she should 
have to endure this, to helplessness that he couldn’t do anything to stop it. 

“Colly’s been very quiet lately,” Chester said, giving the door to the medical bay a sidelong glance. 

“She dotes on Mum,” Will said, straightening up on the bench. “You know, she’s been complaining 
about her back a lot lately.” 

“Huh?” Chester asked, turning to his friend. 

“Elliott has,” Will said, his eyes glued to a faded poster on a bulletin board by the entrance of the 
medical bay. It had a pretty, smiling nurse pictured on it, and a man in a bowler hat, also smiling, as it 
proclaimed in bold red letters give blood. save lives. “I just hope that her back trouble isn’t due to the 
Phase.” Will couldn’t get the image from the Book of Proliferation out of his head, of the woman with the 
pair of insect limbs. 

“Me, too,” Chester replied glumly. 

Sweeney thumped open the door of the medical bay and came out. Still holding Elliott’s rifle, he sat 
between the boys on the bench, which creaked under his weight. Both Will and Chester were looking at 
him, eager for any news. 

“Your girly’s passed the first part of her physical,’ Sweeney said, a grin crinkling his singular face. 
“Passed it with flying colors. Nothing much out of place there.” 

“Thank God,” Chester exhaled. 

“So what’s next — the X-rays?” Will inquired. 

Sweeney nodded. “I had to get out — they play havoc with the circuits in my bonce.” 

The three of them listened to the high whir as the machine was activated, followed by a muted thump as 
the radiograph was taken. This happened once more, then Danforth bustled out of the medical bay. “I’m 
going to develop these. You need to go back in now,” he told Sweeney. 

“Yes, sir, of course, sir,” Sweeney mumbled sarcastically, as he watched the Professor sail down the 
corridor to another office. It was almost impossible to read Sweeney’s expression, but there seemed to be 
no love lost between him and Danforth. 

“PII leave this with you,” he said, handing the rifle to Will and then trundling into the bay. 


It seemed ages before Danforth reappeared, wafting two X-ray plates in the air before him to dry them. 
He completely ignored the boys as he went back into the bay. 

“I can’t stand this,” Chester said. Getting to his feet, he began to walk up and down. “It even smells 
like a hospital down here.” 

Will remembered how Chester’s younger sister had died in the hospital after a car accident, and how 
much he loathed them as a result. 

“Tf you don’t want to hang around here, P11 come and get you when she’s finished,” Will offered. 

“Yes, think I might nip upstairs for some water,” Chester said, leaning against the wall. “I’m incredibly 
thirsty.” 

Will noticed that his friend was sweating heavily and looking distinctly peaky. 

“Actually, Will, I think I’m going to be sick.” With that Chester broke into a run toward the lobby, 
leaving Will watching the empty corridor where he’d been. 

Ten minutes later the door to the medical bay opened, and there was Elliott, with Drake beside her. She 
was still in the hospital gown, her clothes in a bundle under her arm. 

“Oh, Will,” she said, dropping her clothes as she rushed over to him and hugged him tight. 

“T think we’re in the clear,” Drake said. 

As Elliott continued to cling to Will, hiding her face in his chest, he felt something across her 
shoulders. It was a large piece of gauze, taped into place, and there was blood soaked into it. Will stared 
at Drake in shock. 

“Yes, we attempted a limited surgical exploration,” Danforth said, the X-ray plates rolled in his hand 
like a baton, as he stepped into the corridor with Eddie. Danforth’s tone was so dispassionate he could 
have been discussing one of his gadgets. “We found evidence of features that are clearly related to the 
Phase, but they’re only vestigial. Given that she’s a human/Styx cross, it may be that she’s carrying the 
recessive Phase gene or genes, but the traits will never reveal themselves in anything more than a partial 
manifestation.” 

Danforth held up the rolled X-ray plates. “However, bearing in mind her age and the fact that she’s still 
in the throes of adolescence, it’s something we’ll need to keep a close eye on for the future.” 

“But she’s OK? Really OK?” Will asked Drake, ignoring Danforth. 

“Yes, she is,” Drake exhaled. 

Maybe it was due to the intense stress he’d been under, but Will began to chuckle. “So my best friend 
isn’t a bug after all?” 

As this set Drake off, Elliott raised her head to peer up at Will through her tear-filled eyes. 

“You jerk,” she laughed, then kissed him on the cheek. 


“YOU IMPERIAL PIG!” The grating cry reverberated around the quiet of the police station. 


“Gappy Mulligan?” the Second Officer asked. 

“Gappy Mulligan,” the First Officer confirmed. “It'll be aimed at me. She was telling me how I should 
free her . . . and the rest of the prisoners while I’m about it.” Scratching his chest vigorously through his 
shirt, unbuttoned at the neck, he glanced in the direction of the Hold. “I must’ve left the aisle door open. I 
should go and close it.” 

“Don’t bother. It’ll give them a bit of air in there,” the Second Officer said. He was studying his hand 
as the two men played poker on a desk in the main office. 

The First Officer had finished scratching his chest but was examining something intently between his 
thumb and forefinger. Lice were a permanent problem down in the Colony. Grimacing because he wasn’t 
sure if he’d caught one or not, he pressed his fingers together and then wiped them on his leg. “You know, 
we haven’t got much food left in the store, and I don’t know about you, but I’m a bit tired of playing maid 
to the prisoners now that everyone’s refusing to work here.” 

The Second Officer had been concentrating on his cards but now looked up sharply. “Smoke! I smell 
smoke!” he shouted. 

They both leaped to their feet and began sniffing. Of all the things a Colonist feared most, a fire was 
top of the list. Throughout the three-hundred-year history of the underground society, there had been 
several outbreaks that had gotten a grip, and the deaths that ensued were not from the fire itself but from 
smoke inhalation in the enclosed caverns and tunnels. 

“Youre right!” the First Officer yelled. 

They both dashed through the opening in the counter. 

At the entrance to the station — the only way in or out — huge flames were licking up over the swing 
doors. 

“MY GOD!” the First Officer cried, rushing to the cabinet where red-painted buckets of water were 
kept for this very eventuality. “Patrick — free the prisoners! We’re going to need help to put this out!” 

Dense smoke was already wafting into the Hold as the Second Officer quickly went along the row of 
cells and unlocked them. The occupants — Gappy Mulligan included — didn’t need to be told what to do. 
They formed themselves into a chain stretching between the entrance and the small room in the station 
with a freshwater faucet. Then they passed the filled buckets to the First Officer, who was throwing them 
at the blaze. He’d shed his tunic and wound some material over his nose and mouth as he continued to do 
battle with the flames. All the prisoners were coughing and their eyes watering as they worked tirelessly, 
passing the water-filled buckets forward. 

After several minutes, they’d managed to douse the swing doors sufficiently to open them, but still they 
didn’t stop. The water was making a sizzling noise as it fell on the large pile of timber outside at the top 
of the steps. 

Finally the fire was out. The First Officer, his shirt and uniform trousers soaked, was supporting 


himself against the counter as he broke into a racking cough. The prisoners were all coughing and trying to 


catch their breath, too, while the Second Officer began to inspect the damage. Grateful for the cool breeze 
outside the station, he examined the charred pile of timber. From the smell, there was little doubt in his 
mind that an accelerant had been used to start the blaze. Then the Second Officer spotted an old can that 
had been discarded by the side of the steps, and carried it back into the station with him. 

“Gasoline,” he announced, placing the can on the counter by his senior officer. “They were serious 
about burning us down, but there’s nothing on this to show who it was.” 

“You don’t say,” the First Officer replied, laughing and coughing. “I would have expected them to paint 
their name on it, at a bare minimum,” he went on sarcastically, then turned to the rabble of prisoners. 
“Listen, you lot, you can all go,” he declared. “You’re free.” 

The Second Officer leaned toward him. “Sir, don’t you think that’s a bit hasty? I mean —” 

“Give it a rest, Patrick. Are you worried the Styx will come down on us for releasing a motley bunch 
of losers whose crimes don’t amount to much more than rustling the odd chicken to feed their families?” 
the First Officer asked, then turned to all the prisoners. “No offense meant,” he added quickly. “I’m very 
grateful you all mucked in to help with the fire.” 

Gappy Mulligan was grinning, but a muscular-looking man with mad, staring eyes didn’t look so happy. 
He was known simply as Cleaver, named after the digging implement used everywhere in the Colony. 
“Losers?” he said indignantly. “Pll ’ave you know I didn’t steal no bloody chicken. I’m up for disord’ly 
conducks, and a’ unpr’voked attack with a’ ax.” 

The First Officer guffawed loudly. “Is that an admission of guilt, Cleaver?” 

Cleaver was confused by this at first, but quickly caught on. “No, sir, no way I dun what they said I 
dun. No, sir. I’m inn’cent a’ a newborn sluice fish.” 

A petty thief with ratlike features, who was sitting on an upturned bucket at the end of the reception 
area, found this funny. He tittered loudly until Cleaver glowered at him. 

The Second Officer still wasn’t comfortable with his senior officer’s pronouncement. “Are you 
seriously going to free them?” he asked in a low voice so the prisoners wouldn’t overhear him. “They’ ve 
all got charges to answer to.” 

The First Officer had no qualms about letting the prisoners know what he was thinking. “Patrick, we 
haven’t heard a squeak from the Styx in nearly three days now,” he said loudly, sweeping a grimy hand at 
the brass message tubes across the room. “And nobody’s seen one in the streets in as many days. For all 
we know, they’ve gone . . . they’ve scuttled the Colony.” 

The prisoners gasped. 

“And you seem to be forgetting the fire . . . an attempt was just made on our lives — by some of our 
own people. That’s how far things have gone.” For a moment he stared thoughtfully into the Second 
Officer’s eyes. “Where’s your warrant card, Patrick?” he asked. “Fetch it for me.” 

The Second Officer did as he was bidden, going to his tunic where he’d left it on the back of a chair 
and retrieving the warrant card from it. As he handed it to the First Officer, the man plucked the quill pen 


from the pot on the counter. The Second Officer and the prisoners listened to the scratching of the pen, 
then the First Officer handed it back. “Congratulations,” he said. 

The Second Officer read what he’d written on the warrant card. “No!” he exclaimed. 

“Yes, I’m handing my chips in. I’ve had all I can take. I’m resigning and going home to take care of my 
family,” the First Officer said. “So now you're in charge.” 

The Second Officer reeled. 

“Take these, Squeaky,” the First Officer said, detaching a large bunch of keys from his belt and lobbing 
them to the man with the rat face. “In the evidence room, on the bottom shelf, you’ ll find a case of Somers 


Town malt. Bring it back here, will you? We’re going to toast the new First Officer’s promotion in style.” 
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PARRY LOOKED EVERY BIT the military leader as he strutted up and down in front of the map 
displayed on the big screen in the Hub. 





He now turned to everybody. “Right . . . the Phase is under way at this very moment, so the clock is 
ticking fast. We need some positive action to find it and put a stop to it. We need to move quickly!” 

“We do,” Drake agreed. 

“So let’s analyze what we know,” Parry said. “The Phase will be taking place on the surface, because 
that’s one of the preconditions. And it’s somewhere . . .” — he twisted to the map of the UK on the screen 
— “somewhere here, and probably at a single location.” 

“Yes, that’s correct,” Eddie confirmed. 

Parry tugged thoughtfully on his beard as he went closer to the screen and pointed with his walking 
stick. “But can we reasonably assume it’s in the London area? It might be in the home counties, or 
anywhere in the country for that matter. Would the Styx bother to venture farther than a hundred miles from 
London?” 

“London and its environs make sense,” Eddie said. “Unless they chose somewhere remote because it 
would be more secure.” 

“That doesn’t help us at all. It’s like searching for a poisonous needle in a haystack,” Parry grumbled 
to himself, tugging even more forcibly on his beard. “But we do know that the Styx need an ample stock of 
human bodies for the breeding process. Unless they’re abducting Topsoilers willy-nilly, that means 
Colonists and maybe New Germanians are being used as the living hosts. Which would suggest 
somewhere around London, because they wouldn’t want their supply chain to be stretched too far.” 

“Particularly not with the disruption to the transport network they’re responsible for down in the 
southeast,” Drake put in. “Getting around isn’t as easy as it used to be.” 

Parry drew ina breath. “Everyone put their thinking caps on. How, precisely, do we find the Phase 
site?” he asked, then spun to Eddie. “Can’t we snatch a Styx from the London streets and interrogate 
him?” 

“Even if you could find one, you wouldn’t get anything,” Eddie replied. 


Parry wasn’t to be deterred. “OK, then — what if one of your men returned to the Colony? He could 


gather the intel we need down there.” 

“No, I told you — my men have cut all ties with our people and covered their tracks,” Eddie said 
categorically. “One couldn’t just show his face as if nothing had happened. He’d be executed the instant 
they laid eyes on him. It would give us nothing, and simply put them on notice that there’s a splinter group 
of disaffected Limiters.” 

Parry went on tugging his beard until his fingers came away with a tuft of hair. “But what are the Styx 
doing at the Phase site that will put up a smoke trail we can spot?” He looked pointedly at his son, then at 
Danforth, who was copying the Book of Proliferation page by page on a scanner so he’d be able to 
translate it with Eddie’s help. “Come on, you two — you're the tech specialists. Any bright ideas?” 

Danforth glanced up from the scanner but didn’t reply, and Drake was slowly shaking his head. 

“The Dark Lights,” Eddie suggested. “Thanks to Drake, we can locate them. And my people, wherever 
they are, are likely to be using them on an intensive basis.” 

Drake was quick to answer. “But we’ve already considered that. Yes, we can detect Dark Light 
activity by using mast arrays, but it only works over relatively small areas. In order to increase the search 
radius, Pd need microwave antennae mounted up somewhere high, so there’d be uninterrupted line of 
sight out across the country.” 

“You mean a whole cluster of bloody powerful parabolic dishes, and directional to boot,” Danforth 
added in a patronizing tone. 

Drake gave him a weary nod; although the Professor was arguably one of the most brilliant minds on 
the planet, at times his sense of self-importance was difficult to stomach. “Then, in theory at least, we 
could identify any major Dark Light hot spots two or three hundred miles or even farther from the center 
of London,” Drake said. 

“Well, that’s a start,” Parry said optimistically. 

“We would also need to dispatch roving teams with battery-powered mobile detectors to help us 
pinpoint the precise coordinates of any hot spots.” Drake paused as he pursed his lips in a moment of 
contemplation. “Yes, we might strike gold, but it’s a hell of a long shot.” 

“Hell of a long shot,” Danforth echoed, as he turned to a new page in the Book of Proliferation and 
placed it facedown on the scanner. 

“High-powered parabolic dishes in clusters,” Parry summarized. “Now we’re getting somewhere. But 
where would we find that sort of setup in a hurry? The city? Canary Wharf?” 

Sergeant Finch mumbled something. 

“What?” Parry boomed, wheeling toward him. “What did you just say?” 

Sergeant Finch was taken aback by Parry’s reaction. “It’s just what you were saying .. . it made me 
think of the Backbone Chain,” he suggested sheepishly. 

“What’s the Backbone Chain?” Drake asked quickly. 


“Tt was a network of purpose-built concrete towers erected across the country by NATO to preserve 


communications after a nuclear strike,” Parry said. “The nearest tower to us here is at Kirk O’Shotts, and 
then there’s one at Sutton Common, and another at...” 

Parry and Sergeant Finch looked at each other, speaking at the same time. “The Post Office Tower,” 
they chorused. 

Parry strode over to Sergeant Finch and placed a hand on his shoulder. “You bloody genius!” 

“You’re talking about the BT Tower in London?” Drake asked. 

Parry waved his walking stick impatiently. “Stuff and nonsense! They will keep changing the blessed 
names of everything! Yes — the BT Tower — and we can get into it using the old emergency protocols, 
can’t we, Finch?” 

Sergeant Finch was grinning. “We certainly can, sir — and I’ve got a cousin who used to work there, 
back in the good old days wh —” 

“Raise him right now on one of Danforth’s satphones. Haul him out of bed if necessary,” Parry 
ordered. “And you two,” he said, setting his gaze on Drake, then Danforth, “how many mobile detectors 
can you rustle up for me at short notice?” 

Danforth groaned; he didn’t seem to be particularly enamored of the thought of doing any work. “How 
many do you want?” he inquired begrudgingly. 

“How many can you give me?” Parry said. 

“But how can we mass-produce them here?” Drake put in. 

“Simple as pie — if somebody gathers up all the Geiger counters in this place,” Danforth replied, “I 
can adapt them with components from the stores on Level 4. It'll be bloody tedious, to say the least, but 
you can help me, Drake.” 

Drake raised his eyebrows. “You can do it? With components here in the Complex?” 

“In my sleep,” Danforth replied resignedly. 





“And once the mobile detectors are ready, we’ll ship them down south and send patrols out. Your men 
can lend a hand,” Parry said to Eddie, “but there aren’t enough of them. It looks as though I’m going to 


have to bring the Old Guard into play. We’ll need quite a few bods to cover the country.” 


“And we need to get ourselves down to London,” Drake said, “to the BT Tower.” 
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There were shouts from outside the police station and someone mounted the steps, taking them three at a 
time. The man reached for the counter as soon as he came in, propping himself against it as he tried to 
catch his breath. 

“You have to come — been an accident,” he wheezed. It was one of the Colonists from the Quarter, a 
shopkeeper called Maynard. He peered with disbelief at the scene that greeted him — the former First 
Officer, in his sweat-stained shirt and with his suspenders hanging from his waist, holding court with all 
the prisoners as they supped from their tankards of Somers Town whisky. Maynard met Cleaver’s eyes, 
but when the grizzled visage smiled back at him, revealing his darkened stumps of teeth, he quickly 
looked away. 

“Wass all the rumpus *bout?” the former First Officer drawled, trying to pull himself up in his seat. 

Maynard frowned. “It’s my son — the magic’s got him. I need your help.” 

“I don’t work here anymore,” the former First Officer said, thrusting his tankard in the new First 
Officer’s direction and managing to slop drink over himself, which elicited giggles from Squeaky. “Ask 
Patrick.” 

“Patrick?” Maynard asked. “Who the heck is Patrick? And what’s going on here?” 

“Tt’s all right, Maynard,” the new First Officer said as he emerged from what was now his office. He 
tried again to recall the former First Officer’s name, but it wasn’t there, so he pointed instead. “He’s 
taking a break, so Pll be in charge for a while.” 

“Mole flaps!” the former First Officer exclaimed, his expression pained. Cleaver and Squeaky 
dissolved into roars of laughter at hearing him use the swearword. Even Gappy Mulligan, who everyone 
had assumed had passed out from the drink, because she was lying under the table, began to cackle. 
“Nope, I ain’t never coming back,” the former First Officer insisted. “Never, never, never.” 

“Never,” Squeaky added in his nasal squeak, laughing. 

“T heard you say ‘magic,’” the new First Officer asked. “What do you mean?” 

“No such fing,” one of the other prisoners commented, and was shushed immediately by Cleaver. 

“Listen t’the man,” he urged, in his rumbling baritone voice. 

“My boy and me and some others were planning to go through a portal, and up Topsoil to collect a bit 
of food for everybody. We’ve got some Topsoil money left, and we figured we’d use it to buy a few 
basics: bread and milk and the like. There’s almost nothing left in my pantry, you know,” he said. 

The new First Officer nodded sympathetically. “I know how it is. We have to do something, although 
we should get ourselves organized first. But what do you mean by ‘magic’? What happened?” 


“Pm telling you — it’s Styx magic,” Maynard insisted. 


“You’d better show me,” the new First Officer said, taking his truncheon from the peg on the wall and 
then going through the open counter. 

“I’ve got to see this magic for myshelf,” the former First Officer slurred. He had somehow managed to 
get to his feet, all the prisoners rising with him — even Gappy Mulligan, although she was swaying 
unpredictably from side to side and singing softly to herself. 


Danforth had restored power to the main circuits, so the Complex was no longer lit by the emergency 
lighting. After her examination, Elliott had gone straight to her quarters and refused to come out, despite 
Will and Chester’s best efforts. So instead they took it in turns to bring her food and drink. 

On one occasion, when Will had turned up with a mug of tea, he found her before the full-length mirror 
in the wardrobe door, simply rocking up and down on her feet as she looked at herself. 

“Are you OK?” he asked, as she continued to regard her reflection. 

“T'm not sure I know who I am anymore,” she said to him. “I thought I knew, but I don’t.” 

Before Will had time to ask what she meant, she fixed him with her piercing dark eyes. “Do you think 
differently about me now?” she said, stretching an arm above her head in a balletic movement. Then she 
let it flop at the elbow, so her fingertips touched the bandage across her back. 

“Of course not,” he replied without hesitation. 

“But Danforth found early signs of the Phase in me, and that makes me feel like a monster. It makes me 
something ugly.” 

“That’s just silly —” Will began. 

“But you don’t look at me in the same way now,” she interrupted. “When you held me earlier on, I 
could sense it.” 

“That’s a load of rubbish,” he puffed indignantly. “And you know it is. You’re just a bit confused.” He 
remembered why he’d come to see her in the first place, offering her the mug. “You should drink this. 
Drake told me to put some extra sugar in it — he said it'll help you get over the shock.” She took the mug, 
but as Will tried to touch her arm in a gesture of reassurance, she snatched it away, spilling her tea. 

He looked down at the tea as it soaked into the carpet. “You’re my friend,” he said. “That will never 
change. You’re Elliott. And that’s all that matters to me.” Not knowing what else to say, he left the room. 


The strange party had followed Maynard up through the tunnel network until they came to the portal. As 
the new First Officer threaded between the crowd gathered there, he saw Maynard’s son was on the 
ground, some ten feet from the riveted steel door of the airlock. It was rather unfortunate because the boy 
was very chubby, and he’d fallen facedown on the ground with his well-padded bottom sticking in the air. 


“No closer,” Maynard warned, catching the new First Officer’s arm. “It’s bewitched.” 


The new First Officer heeded the advice. “So what happened? Tell me precisely,” he inquired, as he 
saw the pickax lying on the ground beside the plump boy. 

“We thought the Styx might have welded the portal shut, so we were preparing to force our way 
through,” Maynard replied. “My boy Gregory was the first to reach the door. He’s been very hungry lately 
and a bit difficult at home. Anyway, he was rushing toward the door and just fell over — like the magic 
had struck him down.” 

“Styx magic. They placed a curse on the portal,” a man in the crowd piped up. 

“We’re all doomed,” a woman wailed, which sent a ripple of disquiet through everyone gathered there. 

“Poppycock! The Styx don’t have magic,” the former First Officer drawled. “Fat boy passed out from 
his hunger.” As he wheeled unevenly around, his eyes fell on the prisoner nearest to him. “Cleaver, show 
them,” he said. 

“Cleaver, show them! Cleaver, show them!” Squeaky and the other prisoners began to chant. 

Delighted to be the center of attention, Cleaver strode toward the portal in lumbering, confident steps. 
As he glanced over his shoulder at the other prisoners, they all chanted even louder, cheering him on. 

“Cleaver, show them!” the prisoners continued. 

“Shaver, clove them!” Gappy Mulligan screeched. 

Cleaver was clearly basking in the moment, a big grin pasted across his face. He built up speed, his 
thick legs pumping as he ran. But as he came to where the plump boy lay, he, too, crumpled to the ground, 
as if he’d been poleaxed. 

As if he’d run straight into an invisible barrier. 

All the prisoners ahhhed with disappointment, their chanting immediately dying out. 

“Tt’s magic, I’m telling you. I did try to warn you. The Styx don’t want anyone to escape,” Maynard 
said. “So what now? We have to get my boy back and see if he’s all right.” 

“From now on, nobody goes near any of the portals,” the new First Officer ordered the assembled 
people. “Is that understood?” 

The crowd murmured their agreement. 

Turning toward the portal again, the new First Officer took off his helmet and scratched his head for a 
moment as he thought. “Right . . . P11 need a grappling hook so I can drag these two out. And someone else 
fetch a doctor, if there’s still one left in the Colony.” He regarded Cleaver’s huge body, which dwarfed 
even the vastly overweight boy slumped beside him. “And you’d better make that a big grappling hook,” 
he added. 


Elliott had stripped her rifle down to give it a thorough cleaning. She was in the process of putting it back 
together again when Stephanie pranced past the open door of her quarters. 
“Oh, hi there,” the girl said. “I didn’t know you had this room.” She was wearing a white T-shirt 


identical to the one Elliott had on, but Stephanie had tied the bottom in a knot so it looked rather more 
stylish on her. 

“Pm so glad you're all right,” Stephanie said vaguely, eyeing the thick gauze on Elliott’s back, which 
was difficult to miss. She had begun to follow up with “And not a . . .” but decided better of it and closed 
her mouth. For once. 

Elliott made no effort to reply as she slotted the bolt back into the rifle’s receiver, then worked it 
several times. 

Uncomfortable with the silence between them, Stephanie announced, “I shoot, too.” 

“Do you?” Elliott replied quietly. “Not with anything like this.” 

“Oooo, can I see?” Stephanie asked eagerly, entering the room in little steps, her hands outstretched. 

Elliott sighed. “I suppose so. Just be careful with it — it’s heavy.” 

Stephanie took the weapon and, without any hesitation, put it to her shoulder. “It is heavy,” she agreed. 
“At school I mainly use a .22 for target practice. What caliber is this?” she asked, sliding back the bolt. 
Elliott had risen to her feet to stop her, but it was unnecessary — Stephanie appeared to know what she 
was doing. “I guess it’s like a .303 or something,” the girl continued, peering inside the chamber. 

Elliott nodded. “You’re close. It’s a .35 and uses a special cartridge with a long casing, so it can take 
an extra load.” 

“Right,” Stephanie said, turning her attention to the bulbous scope mounted on top of the weapon. 

“That’s a light-gathering sight; the only place you'll find anything quite like it is down in the Colony, 
where they’re hand-built for the Styx. This is a Limiter rifle, and Pve shot and killed at least ten of them 
with it. Maybe more, but I wasn’t close enough to know if Pd hit the mark,” Elliott said. When Stephanie 
didn’t react to this, Elliott frowned. “I’m curious . . . do you mind if I ask you something . . . ?” she began. 

“Totally,” Stephanie answered brightly, lowering the weapon to her hip and twisting from one side to 
the other as if she was spraying an invisible foe with a submachine gun. To make matters worse, she blew 
through her lips in an imitation of rapid gunfire. 

“Ha.” Elliott swallowed, trying to resist the temptation to cuff the girl. 

“What did you want to ask me?” Stephanie said, unaware of Elliott’s scornful expression. 

“Will briefed you on the situation, so you know about the Phase and how serious things are. And 
because you’re with us, you’re marked by the Styx. There’s absolutely no way you can go home now,” 
Elliott said with overbrutal directness. 

Stephanie looked inquiringly at her. 

Elliott continued, “You’re OK with all that? Being holed up in this place until it’s all over. Or if we 
don’t deal with the Phase and beat the Styx, spending the rest of your life — however short it might be — 
constantly living in fear. Constantly on the run.” 

Stephanie took a breath and passed the rifle back to Elliott. “You couldn’t make it more obvious you 
don’t like me,” she said, flicking her beautifully groomed hair from her face. “But I’m, like, not some little 


sissy who screams or faints at the first sign of trouble. I’m tough, you know.” 

Elliott laughed harshly. “You are, are you? You don’t look it to me.” 

Stephanie held the other girl’s stony glare. “Come on, then. If you think I’m such a waste of space, why 
don’t you have a pop at me?” Taking several steps back to give herself room, she kicked her shoes off. 
“Try me.” 

Elliott laughed again, then stopped herself. “You’re serious?” 

“Totally, like, serious,” Stephanie replied. 

Elliott put her rifle down. “Well, if you insist, but Drake won’t be pleased if I hurt you or anything.” 

“T don’t want to hurt you, either,” Stephanie countered. “Is your back better? I don’t want to damage it.” 

“Don’t you worry about me. I’ve got Styx blood. I heal fast,” Elliott said. She squared up to Stephanie, 
who seemed completely relaxed. Then Elliott launched herself, grabbing the girl’s neck with both hands. 

Stephanie reacted with complete precision, swinging her arms up to break Elliott’s hold, then hooking 
her leg. Elliott was spun around like a top, and dropped facedown on the carpet. 

Stephanie backed away, allowing the other girl to pick herself up. 

“Where did you learn to do that?” Elliott asked, narrowing her eyes. 

“Well, Parry was, like, this huge influence on my dad when he was growing up on the estate, and he got 
him into military intelligence,” Stephanie explained. 

“Not another spook?” Elliott said. 

“Something like that. Dad’s been stationed in loads of trouble spots across the world, and my mum and 
brothers and me have followed him to most of them. I haven’t exactly led a sheltered life.” She gave 
Elliott a small smile. “Try me again, but really give it all you’ve got this time. Chester’s not the only 
Olympic champion around here.” 

“He’s not?” Elliott replied, her confusion obvious. 

“No, and if they had judo or aikido on Britain’s Got Talent, Pd win hands down. Come on, grumpy — 
try and hit me,” Stephanie urged. She waggled her fingers, beckoning Elliott toward her. “And do your 
worst this time.” 

Elliott attacked in earnest. Her full-bodied punch was aimed directly at Stephanie’s chin. But 
Stephanie deflected the blow, caught Elliott’s wrist, and threw her onto her back in a single, fluid 
movement. It didn’t end there — as Stephanie dropped to the floor beside Elliott, she had one of her arms 
in a lock. Elliott was pinned to the ground and completely in the other girl’s power. “Got you!” Stephanie 
said. 

“NO!” Chester cried from the doorway. 

The boy’s sudden appearance distracted Stephanie sufficiently that Elliott managed to twist free. She 
swung her legs up and caught Stephanie around the neck in a scissor grip. Then Elliott heaved her to the 
floor, where the other girl was trying all she could to break free. But now Elliott had her in an iron grip. 


Chester was reaching in to separate them. “Stop it! Stop it at once!” 


Elliott relaxed her grip, and they both sat up. 

“Nice move — wasn’t expecting that,” Stephanie complimented Elliott. 

“What do you think you’re both doing?” Chester demanded, huffing with concern as the girls stared up 
at him. 

“You sound like my dad.” Stephanie giggled. 

“Tt wasn’t for real,” Elliott said. 

“Tt looked real enough to me,” Chester came back. “Besides, you should watch out for your back,” he 
said to Elliott. 

“My back’s completely — 
giggle. 

“What’s so funny?” Chester demanded, becoming quite irate now. 
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she started to reply but stopped as Stephanie failed to stifle another 


“You didn’t think we were fighting over you, did you?” Stephanie said. 

Blushing, Chester made an about-turn and fled from the room. Muttering to himself, he hunched his 
shoulders and stomped down the corridor. 

As he was approaching the elevator area, Will rounded the corner, a piece of paper in his hand. “I was 
just on my way to find you,” Will said. “I went up to the Hub and they’re all busy with whatever they’re 
doing, but I did speak to Sergeant Finch and . . .” Clearly excited about whatever was on the piece of 
paper, Will was about to show it to his friend when he sensed that all wasn’t well with him. “You don’t 
look very happy. Are you all right?” Will inquired. 

“Peachy . . . just peachy,” Chester spat, his face stiff with anger. 

Will caught Elliott’s and Stephanie’s animated voices, then Stephanie’s shrill laughter. “Wow! Am I 
really hearing that?” he said. “I never thought those two would ever hit it off. What are they laughing 
about?” 

Chester pulled a face. “I haven’t the faintest idea — they’re girls, aren’t they? What did you want me 
for, anyway?” he asked curtly. 

“This,” Will said, flashing the sheet of paper in front of his friend. “Sergeant Finch told me there are 
some interesting rooms on Level 3. We should go and have a look.” 

At Chester’s insistence, they took the stairs rather than the elevator. As they entered the new level, they 
immediately spotted a difference. There might still have been linoleum on the floor, but it was a rich blue, 
and the walls of the corridor were covered with a fine gold-and-green-patterned wallpaper. 

“What’s this all about?” Chester asked, looking around. “I thought we’d been given the luxury floor?” 

“You just wait,” Will replied, consulting his piece of paper as he walked ahead of Chester, checking 
what was on the doors. “Ah, here we are,” he announced, pushing one of them open and turning on the 
lights. 

Inside, there was a suite of four interconnecting rooms, two with four-poster beds, their canopies 


swathed with red velvet, and on the walls tapestries depicting hunting scenes. The antique furniture was 


incredibly ornate and looked expensive — it was in a different league from anything in their own 
quarters. 

“Was this for someone important?” Chester asked, running his eyes over the gilded chairs and a large 
divan. 

“You’re getting warm. It was for someone really important. Go on — have a guess,” Will challenged 
his friend as they passed into a small side room, which was very basic and utilitarian compared to the 
bedrooms. With a butler’s sink in the corner, it had several small pens along the longest wall. 

“Any ideas?” Will asked. 

“Nope,” Chester said, his patience growing thin. “Come on, Will, stop messing around. Who were 
these rooms for? And why are we stopping in the kitchen?” 

“Tt’s not a kitchen. If I told you these pens were specially built for corgis, would that help?” Will said, 
stepping into one of them. 

“Corgis?” Chester repeated, then the penny dropped. “You’re joking! This was for the Queen!” 

“You got it! And that’s not all!” Will exclaimed, leading him back through the rooms and out into the 
corridor again. He groped in his pocket for a key, which he slotted into the solid-looking door of the next 
room. As it ground open on its chunky hinges, the boys stepped inside. Will turned on the lights, and he 
and Chester were met by the sight of a whole room of glass display cases on pedestals. The cases were 
empty, but from the satin-covered stands in the bottom of each of them, it was clear that they’d been 
constructed to house something specific. 

“This is where the crown jewels would have been brought if we’d been invaded,” Will informed his 
friend. 

Chester was smiling and shaking his head. “That’s wild. So what else is on this level?” 

“Sergeant Finch said that all these rooms were for the VIPs,” Will said. “And you’ve got to see this 
next one.” 

Farther down the corridor, there was a door with pm painted on it. Chester was unimpressed because 
the room itself was rather cramped and completely unremarkable as he walked around it. On the desk was 
a blotter where someone had begun to draw a wall, brick by brick, underneath which the sentence Where 
are you, Mrs. Everest, when I need you the most? had been written. When he gave the desk drawers a 
quick check, Chester found nothing, so he took another look around the room, even going as far as 
investigating the bathroom. He came out brandishing a newspaper — an ancient, yellowed copy of the 
Times. 

“This is old — fifteenth August 1952,” he said, then lobbed it onto the bed where Will was sitting. “I 
give up — whose room was this?” he asked. 

The plastic dust sheet covering the bed crackled as Will leaned over and opened the bedside stand. He 
took out a bottle with a label that said HINE, and a box with AROMA DE CUBA emblazoned on it. “Brandy 


and cigars,” he said, holding both items up. 


Chester could see that the bottle wasn’t full, and the seal on the cigar box had been broken. “That 
doesn’t help — yov’ll have to tell me.” 

“Winston Churchill was the last person to sleep in this bed,” Will announced. 

Chester laughed. “Well, I hope they changed the sheets!” 

Will was looking at the cigar box and the brandy with interest. “Sergeant Finch told me that these have 
been here since he was Prime Minister. He wanted to spend a night in the Complex to find out for himself 
what it was like. And he always had a gulp of brandy first thing in the morning to go with his first smoke,” 
Will said, bouncing up and down on the mattress several times. Then he held the brandy bottle up to study 
the label. “Why don’t we drink this?” 

“Why?” Chester asked, nonplussed. 

“Because I’ve never been really drunk. I suppose I had that beer Tam gave me in the Colony, but it 
tasted foul.” Will was now staring at the thick brown liquid in the bottle as he swilled it around. “Maybe 
it’s something we should do. Just in case...” 

“In case what?” Chester said, flopping down on the bed beside his friend. “In case we don’t make it 
through all this?” 

Will nodded somberly. 

“That’s a happy thought,” Chester whispered. He took the cigar box from Will and hinged the lid open, 
sniffing inside. “These things must have been here for years. Don’t they go off?” he asked, as he picked 
out one of the stubby cigars and rolled it between his fingers. 

Will shrugged. “Who cares — they’re still cigars, and I’ve never smoked one. I’ve never smoked 
anything yet.” He rooted around in the bedside cabinet until he found a box of matches. “Whitehall,” he 
said, reading what was printed on them. “That follows.” 

“I had a couple of lager shandies once on holiday with Mum and Dad, but that’s it,” Chester admitted. 
“And I’ve never smoked, either.” 

“Remember the Grays?” Will said, staring into the middle distance as he thought about the gang who 
had terrorized the smaller children at Highfield High School. “Speed and Bloggsy necked cider and 
smoked cigarettes all the time. They’d done the whole lot, hadn’t they, and that was more than a year 
ago!” 

“They had girlfriends, too,” Chester said wistfully. 

Will still had a faraway look in his eyes. “If you think about it, Churchill led the country through the 
Second World War, and right now you and I are stuck in the middle of this war with the Styx. We’re pretty 
important, too. Who knows — without us, the country might not have a chance of winning. So don’t you 
think we have a right to do what we want? Don’t we owe it to ourselves to polish off what’s left of his 
brandy?” 

But Chester dropped the cigar back into the box and closed the lid. “Tell you what, Will, when we do 


win, let’s come straight back here and smoke our heads off and get really bladdered!” He stuck his hand 


out. “Deal?” 

“Deal,” Will agreed, shaking his friend’s hand, then putting the brandy and cigars away again. 

They were interrupted as the intercom system emitted a clear tone both in the room and outside in the 
corridor. “Everybody is to report to the Hub immediately. I say again — everybody is to report to the Hub 
immediately,” it ordered. 

“That’s Danforth, isn’t it?” Chester said as he angled his head to listen to the voice. 

Will nodded. “If she shows up, I hope Elliott’s forgiven him. She’s in a funny mood, and he got a little 
carried away with the scalpel when he was investigating her.” As they walked back toward the stairs, 
Will added, “In fact, I don’t like to think what would have happened if nobody else had been there to stop 
him.” 

“Yes,” Chester agreed. “It’s odd really, because although he doesn’t look like much, when you get to 


know him better, he’s actually a really scary little man.” 
= E E 


Drake was laying out a variety of items on the desks as everyone converged on the Hub. 

Will and Chester arrived first and were watching as Mrs. Burrows, Mr. and Mrs. Rawls, Colonel 
Bismarck, then Elliott and Stephanie turned up. The two girls were chatting enthusiastically to each other 
as though they were long-lost friends. 

“Here they are,” Chester muttered to Will as he twisted away from Elliott and Stephanie. “Looks like 
they’re getting really matey.” 

“And Danforth’s keeping well out of the way,” Will observed, watching the Professor, who had his 
eyes glued on the screen of one of his laptops. “I’m telling you, I really wouldn’t be surprised if Elliott 
has a pop at him when she gets the chance.” Will switched his attention to Parry and Sergeant Finch, who 
were both busy talking on satphones. 

“Forma line, please,” Drake said. “The quicker we’re done here, the quicker we can move out.” 

“Where are we going?” Chester asked, as he and Will found themselves at the front of the queue. 

“London,” Drake answered, preoccupied with inserting a small glass cylinder into a stainless steel 
device, then rolling up his sleeve. “Just in case anyone has misgivings about the shot I’m giving all of you, 
Pl go first.” Cocking the mechanism, he placed it against his upper arm, and when he pulled the trigger, it 
made a small click. “Didn’t feel a thing.” He smiled. 

“But we’ ve all had the vaccine for Dominion,” Chester pointed out. “So what’s this for?” 

Drake cleaned the end of the device with an alcohol wipe, then cocked it again. “We haven’t seen any 
deployment of the Dominion virus yet, but the Styx have some other nasties they might unleash on the 
population,” he replied. 

“How do you know?” Will said. 


“Because I snitched a load of specimens before Chester and I totaled the Laboratories in the Colony. 


Some were locked away in a special vault, so naturally I had to have them. And I asked a contact to 
analyze the different pathogens I came back with. On the basis of his findings, he manufactured a vaccine 
cocktail against all of them.” 

Will unbuttoned his cuff and pulled up his sleeve. “Come on, then. Better safe than sorry,” he said. 

Drake hadn’t been lying — the shot wasn’t painful. After he’d administered it, he led Will to the next 
desk. “Special Forces radio with a throat mike,” he told the boy, handing him one of the units. “Chester’s 
used a similar model before, so he can show you how it works.” Drake then dipped his hand into a plastic 
container and fished out what appeared to be a pair of small earplugs, which he passed to Will. 

Will examined them, then looked at Drake questioningly. 

“Belt and suspenders,” Drake said. “Celia and I were KO’d by a Styx subaural bomb on Highfield 
Common. I lost Leatherman and too many men that day. I’m not going to let it happen again.” Drake looked 
down for a moment. “There’ve been a couple of reports that the Styx are using similar devices in 
London.” 

He took a second pair of plugs from the container and inserted them into his ears. “So these are a little 
something I knocked up while I was at Eddie’s flat. They won’t interfere with normal frequencies, but the 
moment they detect a subaural bomb, they kick in. They replicate its wavelength, but out of phase. So 
they’ ll counteract any audiosonics being used on you.” 

“They’ ll protect us?” Will asked. 

“Well, you’ll still know you’ve been zapped — maybe you’ll feel some dizziness, and your vision 
might go a little funny — but at least you won’t black out. These plugs will protect you long enough either 
to skedaddle, or to neutralize the source . . . the bomb itself.” 

“Cool,” Will said as he went to slip them into his pocket. 

“No, you should get into the habit of wearing them. Put them in,” Drake said quickly. “And I’ve 
finished with you now, so you can lend Danforth a hand to crate up the mobile detectors over there. We 
need them outside, ready for pickup by our transport.” 

Will was about to ask what the transport was when Drake turned and went back to the waiting queue. 
With a shrug, Will made his way over to Danforth. He slowed as he passed Parry, who was ona satphone. 
He seemed to be employing a pass code sequence similar to the one Sergeant Finch had used when they’d 
first arrived at the main entrance of the Complex — Parry was quoting lines of what sounded like poetry 
about waking slumbering dragons, then waiting for responses from whoever he was speaking to. 

“Drake said I should help you,” Will began, announcing himself to Danforth. The Professor was so 
intent on the symbols scrolling down the screen, he took a few moments to look up. 

“That’s a classified government program I’ve got translating the Book of Proliferation. And from what 
I’ve read so far, it’s quite an eye-opener,” he said, tipping his head toward the screen. “The document 
gives an insight into one of the oldest, most resilient, and arguably most highly evolved species the world 
has ever known.” 


“Really,” Will said indifferently. He wanted to spend as little time in Danforth’s company as he 
possibly could. Chester was right — there was something incredibly unnerving about the man. 

And Will was surprised when Danforth stepped from behind the table and nearer to him, albeit making 
sure he wasn’t too close because of his phobia about human contact. “So you’re off to London on a wild 
frolic to hunt for Dark Light activity,” Danforth said, keeping his voice low. “How do you feel about 
that?” 

“T don’t know anything about it yet — Drake hasn’t briefed me,” Will admitted. 

“Ours is not to question why, ours is but to do or die,” Danforth said, misquoting the poem by 
Tennyson. “How very admirable you’re willing to throw your life away for the cause.” 

“Well ...no...Wwe’ve got to do everything we can to stop the Phase, haven’t we?” Will met the 
Professor’s intense pupils through his glasses, but the man didn’t answer. 

For a moment the Professor and the boy locked eyes, as if trying to delve deeper, to understand each 
other. In Danforth, Will again sensed something akin to Dr. Burrows’s obsessive dedication to the pursuit 
of new knowledge. A cold shiver passed down the length of his spine; he could almost imagine he was 
back with his dead father. But there was a stark difference. The Professor’s eyes were completely devoid 
of any warmth or compassion — no one mattered to him. No one at all. And that frightened Will. 

Danforth began to smile, but it wasn’t a pleasant smile. 

“Why — what’s wrong with the plan?” Will asked, hoping to find out more about it. 

“Well, it promises to be interesting,” Danforth said, his smile transforming into a sneer. “Look at what 
we’ve got here.” He indicated everyone in the Hub with a sweep of his hand. “A leftover from the Third 
Reich, a Styx turncoat, a man with a microwave oven in his head, and a bunch of trigger-happy teenagers 
like you. And to top it all off, there’s a commando old enough to claim his bus pass calling the shots. How 
can we possibly go wrong?” 

All of a sudden, Mrs. Rawls’s anxious voice made everyone look. Drake had finished with Chester and 
was about to give his parents their shots. 

“No! I won’t let my husband and son have any part in this!” she exploded. Chester and Mr. Rawls were 
standing on either side of her as she remonstrated with Drake. “Hasn’t my family done enough for you 
already?” 

“Dissent in the ranks,” Danforth commented. “Doesn’t bode well, either.” 

As directed by Danforth, Will began to cut a roll of khaki material into strips, which he wrapped 
around each of the Geiger counters before stacking them in a crate. The Geiger counters appeared to be 
the same as the ones Will had seen left at various points around the Complex — rather battered, with 
chipped gray enamel casings. The only difference he could spot in the ones he was packing up was that 
some type of stubby antenna had been added to them, and the analog dials had been replaced with modern 
LED displays. But Will really didn’t feel like speaking to the Professor to find out what they were going 
to be used for. 


The heated discussion with Drake came to an end, with Mr. Rawls and his wife leaving the Hub. Will 
saw Chester heading over to him. 

“That was embarrassing,” his friend said. 

“What’s the matter?” Will asked. 

“Mum doesn’t want Dad or me to be put in danger again. She’s a bit strung out by everything at the 
moment,” Chester replied. “So Dad and I are still coming, but Drake’s promised we’ll only be there in a 
support role. No front-line stuff. And Mum’s stopping here with. . .” He didn’t go as far as to mention 
Danforth’s name, but the Professor was too engrossed in his laptop anyway to hear. 

“Oh,” Will said. He’d been counting on his friend being with him when they faced whatever they were 
going to face in London. 

Chester leaned toward Will and whispered into his ear. “Don’t worry, though, Will. I’m not about to 
wimp out after all we’ve been through together.” 





EVERYONE HAD BEEN ordered to report with their weapons and equipment to the area by the twin 
guardrooms at the far end of the entrance tunnel. 

This was it. The moment they were all leaving. 

Drake had given everybody white parkas with fur-lined hoods, and thick trousers of the same color. 
Although the clothes were a little bulky to move around in, he said they’d be grateful for the insulation 
they provided when they went outside. 

As Will looked at everyone in these white combats, he saw their vacant expressions and how fidgety 
they were. He knew precisely what they were feeling. They were trying to hide their fear. 

In the relative safety of the underground Complex, the threat posed by the Styx Phase felt so far away. 
Like some nightmare that might fade from memory if one stopped dwelling on it. 

Why us? Why can’t someone else deal with it? Will asked himself. There must be somebody else out 
there who knew what was going on, somebody better placed to fight it. 

Given the choice, Will knew that he would simply turn around and just march back down the long 
tunnel again. The Complex might be very far from the real world, but it had been the closest thing to home 
that he’d known in a long time. 

But then he looked again and noticed what lay behind Drake’s and Eddie’s expressions. Their eyes 
spoke of duty and quiet determination and doing what had to be done. Will told himself that he should try 
to emulate these men and draw strength from them. He’d been so immersed in his thoughts that he hadn’t 
heard Drake speaking to him. 

“Have you got your earplugs?” Drake asked for the second time. 

Will nodded. 

From his mobility scooter, Sergeant Finch was helping Drake to give each of them a detailed 
equipment check before they were allowed to pass up the slope and into the darkness of the entrance 
chamber. Will had emptied his Bergen and arranged the contents neatly on the floor next to his belt kit and 
Sten submachine gun. Drake now praised him. 

“Perfect turnout,” he said. “We’ll make a soldier of you yet.” 

“One last thing — comms check,” Sergeant Finch reminded Drake as he squinted at the list on his 


beloved clipboard while a cat slept on his lap. 

Drake put his hand to his headset. “Testing — one — two — three,” he whispered. 

“Got you loud and clear,” Will confirmed. 

“Good, kid, but now turn it off to conserve the juice. And that’s you done.” Drake turned to Chester and 
began the process with him. Will repacked his Bergen but held back for his friend, who was clearly 
embarrassed because his mother seemed reluctant to let go of him. 

Will’s heart went out to her as she clung to her son, speaking softly to him. Against all odds the Rawls 
family had been reunited, and it felt wrong that Chester and his father were about to be separated from 
Mrs. Rawls again. 

Will threw a glance at his own mother as she stood not looking at anyone, in some sort of ethereal 
detachment. Will and Mrs. Burrows hardly constituted a family any longer. They were more like fellow 
combatants. 

Then Chester was coming toward him. “Poor old Mum. She really doesn’t want us to go,” his friend 
confided in a low voice. The boys entered the chamber together, finding that Parry was already in position 
beside the sliding exit panel. 

“Sweeney’s coming with us, isn’t he?” Will said to Parry, realizing that he hadn’t spotted him by the 
guardrooms. 

“He’s watching the crates outside,” Parry replied. “And before you ask, Wilkie’s not part of the detail, 
either. He’s .. .” Parry simply trailed off as he looked at the dial of his luminous watch. 

Before long, everyone was packed in the chamber. Shoulder to shoulder in the enclosed space and 
laden down with their weapons and heavy Bergens, they were getting hotter and hotter in their Arctic 
Issue uniforms. 

Parry’s radio suddenly crackled into life. “Five clicks on a north by northwest flight line,” it 
announced. “Acknowledge. Over.” 

Flight line, Will thought, wishing he could catch Chester’s eye, but it was impossible in the darkness. 
Nobody had been told how they’d be making the journey to London. Drake had said it was on a need-to- 
know basis. 

“Acknowledged,” Parry replied into the radio. “The LZ will be painted. Over and out.” As he hooked 
his radio back on his webbing belt, he must have sensed that both boys were bursting to know what his 
exchange had been about. “These days we don’t use visible light to mark landing zones, but infrared 
beacons,” he explained. “The pilot can see it a mile off through his dropdown.” 

“Right,” Will replied, as if he understood exactly what Parry had said, which he didn’t. But at least he 
now knew they’d be flying down south. 

“Its time,” Parry said to everyone. “I know you're all weighed down with kit, but you must keep up 
with the Colonel as he leads the way to the LZ. Our window is very tight, and we can’t afford to be late.” 


Parry slid the hatch open and the boys shuffled aside to allow the Colonel to slip past and outside. 


Then they all followed into the whirling flurries of snow. 

“Jeez, it’s freezing!” Chester exclaimed as the cold air filled his lungs. 

They moved quickly, one following the other, through the gate in the chain-link fence and then 
downhill, their boots thudding on the frosted ground as they jogged along. 

Ahead of Will were Chester and the Colonel. Directly behind him came Parry, then he could make out 
the vague forms of the rest of the party: Mr. Rawls, Eddie and Elliott, Stephanie, Mrs. Burrows and, last 
of all, Drake. 

A gale was sweeping up the mountainside and whistling through the overhead electrical lines as they 
passed beneath them. There was barely any moonlight due to the thick cloud cover, so Will found it 
impossible to make out anything much ahead. He could see Mr. Rawls was struggling to keep up, and 
began to wonder how far they still had to go. Were they heading toward the valley floor itself? But some 
twenty minutes later the ground leveled out, and the Colonel began to slow. Will saw that Sweeney was 
crouched beside a number of crates that contained the mobile detectors he’d helped to pack. 

“Stay put,” Parry ordered. Then he and Drake moved off. Standing some forty feet apart, they held up 
devices that resembled flashlights, although they gave off no discernible light. 

Everyone was looking up when there was a sound as if the sky had fallen in. It was so tumultuous and 


unexpected, it was impossible not to duck. 





The helicopter had been flying so low that there’d been no warning whatsoever as it appeared directly 
over them. As the immense downthrust from its powerful rotors whisked the snow blizzard aside like 


confetti, the massive piece of war machinery hovering no more than forty feet above their heads was quite 
terrifying. 


As it taxied into position between Parry and Drake and began to descend, it tipped back. It maintained 
an angle of forty-five degrees and the moment the wheels at the rear of the fuselage touched down, a ramp 
swung open between them. Over the sound of the helicopter’s engine, Parry and Drake were yelling at 
everyone to get on board. There were subdued red lights marking the edges of the ramp to guide them, and 
as Will climbed it, he glimpsed army insignia on the fuselage. Drake, Sweeney, and the Colonel hauled 
the crates up the ramp and then it thudded shut, and they were airborne. 

Will took the place beside Chester and strapped himself in. With seats down both sides, the interior 
was easily twice the size of a train car, but there was no sign of the crew. Will and Chester watched as 
Parry moved to the front of the helicopter. The boys caught a momentary glimpse of the two pilots bathed 
in the green glow of their instrumentation, before the door to the cockpit closed again. 

Seeing their interest, Drake came over and leaned between them, speaking loudly so they could hear. 
“So what do you think of our ride?” 

“Wild!” Chester replied. 

“What type is it?” Will shouted. 

“Its a Chinook from No. 27 Squadron on its way back to Hampshire. Dad called in a few favors and 
managed to hitch us a lift. Of course, our presence is completely unofficial, and there’ be no record of us 
being picked up on the flight log.” 

Will and Chester nodded. 

Drake gestured toward the window behind the boys, and they both swiveled around to look through it. 
There were one or two tiny points of light glimmering like stars in the distance, but otherwise there were 
just eddies of snow twisting into the darkness. “Keep buckled up as it’s going to be a bumpy flight. We’re 
tree-hugging all the way to avoid radar as much as we can,” he told them. 

“Yeah, we’re really shifting it,” Will said excitedly as they zipped over an illuminated stretch of road. 

But as Drake went back to his seat, Will’s initial enthusiasm quickly evaporated. The beat of the 
engines and sudden changes in altitude brought back memories of the last helicopter flight he’d been on. 

Although it was difficult to tell in the dim light, Will was certain that he caught both Elliott and Colonel 
Bismarck looking at him. He wondered if they were also thinking about the journey they’d taken together 
in the inner world. It was shortly after Dr. Burrows had been gunned down by one of the Rebeccas, and 
Will had been so beside himself with rage and grief, he’d had to be strong-armed onto the aircraft by two 
New Germanian soldiers. 

And then, to make matters worse, Will had proceeded to blame Elliott for his father’s death. He could 
see the glint of her eyes as she sat opposite him in the helicopter, and he felt so ashamed of his behavior. 
But more than this, he couldn’t stop thinking about his father’s violent end on the sun-soaked pyramid. 

He was still lost in these thoughts when Chester poked him in the ribs, a big grin on his face as he gave 


the thumbs-up. Will could only manage a weak smile in response. But at least someone was enjoying the 


flight. 


Will wasn’t sure if he’d nodded off, but it seemed no time at all before the engines changed in pitch. 
Then he glimpsed many more lights through the windows as they reduced altitude. Before he knew it, 
there was a jarring bump and the helicopter had touched down. 

Parry and Drake were there, shouting at everyone to disembark over the sound of the rotors, which 
were still turning. The crates were quickly off-loaded, and in less than a minute, the helicopter lifted off 
again. 

Will’s ears rang in the silence. They’d been dropped in a field where the snow was coming down even 
heavier than ever, and there was nothing visible around them. 

Then, from a far corner, a single pair of headlights flicked on for an instant. Parry signaled back with 
his flashlight, and suddenly multiple lights raked across the field. 

The vehicles began to approach, one at a time. The first was a camper van, followed by a Land Rover, 
then a Volvo estate and a whole succession of rather nondescript cars. Parry spoke to each driver as 
Drake and Sweeney loaded a crate into the back. Then the vehicles continued on, their wheels churning 
the snow as they went. 

As the last of them disappeared into the night, Parry spoke to Eddie, who was waiting beside a single 
remaining crate of detectors. “This is where we part company. Good hunting.” 

Eddie gave him a nod in response, then looked at Elliott. “Do you want to come with me?” 

Elliott paused, throwing a half glance at Will through the steady fall of snowflakes. “OK,” she replied 
casually. 

Will’s jaw dropped; he hadn’t expected for one second that she’d accept the invitation. He felt 
betrayed and abandoned by Elliott and, although he would never have admitted it to himself, a little 
jealous of her newly established relationship with her father. And he realized how much he relied on her 
being at his side, just as he did with Chester. 

Parry struck out for the edge of the field, but Will didn’t move. Drake nudged him in a friendly way 
with his arm. “It’s all right, old mate; before you know it, she’ll be back with us again,” he assured him. 

“Um, right... yes,” Will mumbled, realizing how obvious his feelings must have been. He hunched 
forward, pretending to cough so he had an excuse not to speak to Drake as he began to walk beside him. 

Battling the blizzard as they went, everyone followed Parry through several fields until they came to a 
fenced-off area. Here he opened a gate. On the other side was a raised, snow-covered mound the size of 
several tennis courts. Will tried to make out where they were, but there wasn’t time as Parry led them 
briskly around the edge of the mound, then down some ice-crusted steps and through a door. 

They were grateful to be out of the freezing wind and snow, and they filed after Parry, descending 
several more flights of basic concrete steps. Then they came to a battered metal door with a sign that 
proclaimed PUMP ROOM. 

Chester went through before Will. “Look at this!” he whispered to his friend. 

They were on a platform complete with a Tube train waiting in the tunnel. The platform wasn’t that 


different from the old-fashioned ones still in use in the London Underground; the walls were tiled, 
although it was impossible to see what color they were due to the thick crust of dirt and efflorescence on 
them. And the platform was littered with massive drums of armor cable and rotting wooden boxes filled 
with engineering components that were more rust than metal. 

Will spotted a board with ALERT STATUS just visible at the top, beneath which were a pair of hooks, 
although there was nothing suspended on them. And as he scanned farther along the platform, he couldn’t 
see anything to indicate the name of the station. 

“We must be near London?” he asked Parry. 

“No, that’s a good thirty miles away. We’re in Essex.” Parry waved a hand at the roof. “We’re directly 
under Kelvedon Reservoir, and you won’t find anything about this place in any of the history books,” he 
said. “This was known as the First Circle of the defense infrastructure, so the government could decamp 
from the capital if things got sticky. When it was built, this train link originally ran all the way to 
Westminster.” 

“So that’s where we’re going?” Will said. 

Parry shook his head. “The last mile’s been out of commission for years — due to flooding.” 

Will had turned his attention to the train. There was illumination coming from inside the two cars 
directly in front of them, although their windows were almost opaque with dirt. 

“Its been maintained by a few of the Old Guard, more as a hobby than anything else,” Parry said, then 
swung around when a whistle rang out from the far end of the platform, and the train doors creaked open. 
“And there’s one of them now.” The man was too far away for Will to see him clearly as Parry waved to 
him and shouted, “Everyone in!” 

The interior of the car consisted of a wooden slatted floor on which there were a few heaps of tattered 
tarpaulins. 

“We have to keep the speed down because of the state of the track, so the journey takes about an hour. 
You should try to get some sleep,” Parry advised as everybody took their Bergens off and chose 
somewhere to put themselves. 

Drake took over. “The golden rule is to catch some shut-eye whenever there’s an opportunity. You 
never know when you’! get the chance again.” 

“So we’ve had a helicopter, and now a train,” Chester said to Will. “What next?” 

“Maybe a boat,” Will suggested, lying down with his head against his Bergen and trying to make 
himself comfortable. As the doors ground shut, he gave a large yawn. “Yes, a boat. We haven’t been in 
one of those since the Deeps.” 

“No way. I hate boats,” Chester said in a disgruntled voice. “Boats and elevators and going 
underground.” He wiped the moisture from his face, then stifled a sneeze. “And being cold and wet. I hate 
that, too.” 

“What about insects,” Will added. “Don’t forget insects.” 


“The station’s coming up,” Drake shouted. 

Will’s eyes flicked open, but it took him a moment to work out where he was as he saw Chester’s slack 
face not two feet away from him. 

“Oi, ugly! Wake up!” Will said, prodding his friend. “We’re here!” 

Chester looked dazedly around at the grimy floor. “Oh. Right. I was dreaming that I was on holiday,” 
he complained. “In Center Parcs again, with Mum and Dad.” 

“Sorry to disappoint you,” Will said. 

They disembarked from the train to find themselves on a platform similar to the one they’d left from. 
As they trooped down it, there was a figure waiting for them by the exit. Although his face was obscured 
by a ski mask and he had a sidearm on his belt, he didn’t look the slightest bit intimidating. As he puffed 
away on his pipe, he gave the impression that he was even older than Parry. 

“Thank you, Albert,” Parry said, giving the man a pat on the shoulder as they went through what Will 
knew must be a blast door from its thickness, then up a flight of circular stairs. The stairs went on forever, 
spiraling around and around, until they came to a door at the top, which led into a dark corridor. There 
were brown carpet tiles on the floor, many of which were loose, and office furniture was stacked down 
one side of it. At the end of the corridor was a small service elevator, which Parry summoned. It wasn’t 
big enough to accommodate them all, so Parry took Will, the Colonel, and Stephanie with him. 

“Where exactly are we now?” Will asked as they ascended. 

“You'll see,” Parry replied. The doors rattled open, and Will squinted because of the light as they 
followed Parry from the elevator. “It’s criminal this place isn’t used for anything much these days,” Parry 
said. “There was once a restaurant a couple of levels below where we are now, with a rotating floor.” 

“We’re in the BT Tower,” Will gasped. 

“We’re in London!” Stephanie squealed with glee. 

Daylight poured in through the windows running around the outside of the floor, which, except for the 
central area housing the elevators, was completely empty. 

And through these windows was a breathtaking vista — the London cityscape. Will went over and 
peered down, seeing rooftops covered in snow, and people in the streets. As he walked slowly around the 
windows, he spotted a group of army trucks down in Charlotte Street, but otherwise nothing looked out of 
the ordinary. Until he reached where Parry had come to a stop. 

“My God. Who’d’ve thought we’d ever witness that.” The old man exhaled, transfixed by the view 
through the window. 

Three or so miles away, ina stretch from Westminster to the city, several thick columns of black smoke 
rose into the sky. Will spotted the legions of helicopters hovering over the stricken areas and became 


aware of the constant howl of sirens in the background. 


“Tt’s anarchy out there,” Parry said. “The Styx have achieved what I never thought possible. We’re at 
war with ourselves.” 

Drake and the rest of the party had come up in the elevator. As they joined the old man at his vantage 
point, they, too, stared through the windows. There was a moment of shocked silence. 

“Are you all right, Mum?” Will asked, seeing his mother reel back. 

Her fists were clenched, and she’d turned quite pale. “Too many people,” she whispered. “I can feel 
their hate and their fear. It’s worse than the last time we were here.” She was backing toward the center of 
the floor. “It’s too much to take . . . and a man has just come up in the elevator.” 

Somebody cleared their throat, and they all turned to find an elderly man with a handlebar mustache, 
dressed in blue overalls, standing there. He began to read from a card. “The dragon sleeps .. .” 

“Oh, don’t bother with that claptrap,” Parry said, striding forward and grasping the man’s hand firmly. 
“Sergeant Finch’s cousin, I presume.” 

The old man nodded, then there was a small high-pitched noise. He patted his ear and it stopped. 
“Hearing aid’s acting up,” he explained. “I’m Terrence. . . Terry Finch.” 

“Look this way for a moment, please,” Drake said, holding Danforth’s Purger in the old man’s face. 
The blast of purple light reflected in his rheumy eyes, but there was no reaction from him. 

“Did you take my picture?” Terry asked. 

“He’s clear,” Drake said, putting the Purger away. “No Darklighting.” 

“We’re just making sure you’re one of us,” Parry said. 

Terry clearly hadn’t heard Parry. “One’s enough?” he inquired, a hand cupped to his ear. 

Parry spoke even more loudly than usual. “Has the requisition order been served on the security staff 
downstairs? We don’t want to be disturbed up here.” 

“Come again?” Terry said. 

With a sigh, Drake leaned toward the old man. “Terry, take me to the Transmission Room,” he shouted. 


“T need to set up.” 
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In another part of London, Harry trundled downstairs, his head raked awkwardly forward on his 
shoulders as he negotiated the steps. But that day his posture was nothing unusual. He’d been that way for 
some twenty years, after a High-Altitude Low-Opening, or HALO, parachute drop had gone badly wrong, 
leaving him with mostly titanium for an upper spine. “Janey, Pm going out. And I’m taking the car,” he 
called. “OK?” 

“Sure, Dad,” his daughter replied, tearing her eyes from the book she was reading to catch a glimpse of 
her sixty-five-year-old father as he rotated his whole body to locate the keys — he had no option with the 
limited articulation in his neck. 

He appeared at the sitting-room door. “You don’t remember where I put those spare Hi-Power mags, 


do you?” 

“Yes, on the mantelpiece,” she replied. “In Mr. Clowny.” 

“Thanks,” her father said, and she watched him go over to the garishly colored ceramic clown and lift 
up its bowler-hatted head. Dipping his hand in, he took out two magazines for his handgun. He paused 
before replacing the lid, then also retrieved the long dagger he’d hidden in the clown. 

“The Sykes-Fairbairn, too? You will take care out there, won’t you, Dad?” Janey said, concern on her 
face. 

“Tm not about to let a few idiots kicking in shop windows spoil my day,” Harry replied defiantly. 

“What’s going on is a bit more serious than that,” she replied. “Anyway, I wasn’t talking about the riots 
— I meant the weather. It must be several degrees below zero out there.” 

In a woolly hat and scarf and a thick green jacket, he was dressed in what he usually wore when he 
went fishing. But he didn’t appear to have his fishing rod or tackle with him. In any case, it certainly 
wasn’t the time of year for fishing, so she assumed it must be the other activity with which he occupied his 
days. “You off to the allotment?” she asked as an afterthought as he left the room. The only response was 
the front door slamming shut. 

Putting the book down, Janey rose from her chair and went to the window, where she lifted the net 
curtain aside. There had been a couple of showers of new snow at first light, and everything outside was 
white and crisp with the cold. “He can’t be working on the allotment? Not in this?” she wondered out 
loud. As she continued to watch, former lieutenant Harry “Hoss” Handscombe energetically cleared the 
snow and ice from the car windshield with a scraper. “So where’s the silly old stick off to?” Janey asked 
affectionately to herself. She shrugged, then went over to the television to try a few channels. They were 
all still off air, so she settled back in her chair, immersing herself in her book again. 

Harry drove for ten minutes, then turned into a supermarket parking lot and drove around it, shifting his 
whole body from the waist up as he peered through the windshield. Like most shops in London, the recent 
panics had caused such a run on food that it had very little actually left to buy. Consequentially, the 
parking lot wasn’t full, and it didn’t take him long to find what he was looking for. 

He parked his car, but not too close to the battered Land Rover in the corner. Harry was looking at the 
picture of a green dragon taped to the top of the windshield as he walked to the vehicle with his peculiar 
stiff-backed gait. The driver’s door opened the moment he arrived, and a woman of around the same age 
as his stuck her head out. 

“Good to see you again, Hoss,” she said. She didn’t smile, but her strong gray eyes were friendly. 

“You, too, Anne,” he replied as they shook hands. “You know, I often think of Ian. I miss him.” 

She nodded. “He was very fond of you, too. After you had your accident, he used to joke that you’d 
been trying your best to save your family the expense of a funeral by hitting the ground so hard you buried 
yourself.” 


“One thing I don’t miss about the old sod is his sense of humor.” Harry laughed, then turned serious. 


“How was he at the end?” 

“He came to terms with the illness. He told me he’d reconciled himself to it because he’d got what he 
wanted — to die at home rather than in some godforsaken jungle, like so many of you three decades ago. 
But enough of this maudlin nonsense. . . . How’s the arthritis?” she asked, changing the subject. 

“Not bad, considering. Takes me longer and longer to get going in the morn —” 

He fell silent as two police cars raced into the parking lot. Harry slipped his hand in his jacket pocket, 
closing it around his Browning Hi-Power. But as he and Anne watched, the cars drew up beside the 
supermarket. Police officers jumped out and then hurried inside the building. 

“Probably just more fisticuffs at the counters,” Anne muttered. She was staring at the police cars. “But 
you don’t know who you can trust these days, do you? Except us old folks, because everybody’s written 
us off already. We’re invisible.” She chuckled as she laid her sawn-off shotgun by her feet again. 

“We live in uncertain times,” Harry agreed. “I still find it preposterous that they’ve called on the army 
to patrol the streets.” While he’d been talking, Anne had retrieved an object wrapped in khaki cloth from 
behind her seat. “That’s for me, I presume?” 

“Yes, with love and kisses from the Commander,” she replied. “Parry told you the drill?” 

“Yes, he briefed me,” Harry confirmed. 

She handed him the converted Geiger counter. “Happy hunting, Hoss,” she bade him. Before she closed 
the door, he glimpsed numerous other khaki bundles stacked in the rear of the Land Rover. 

Back in his car, Harry placed the mobile detector carefully on the passenger seat beside his GPS unit 
and Browning Hi-Power, then covered them with a newspaper. 

“Tt’s going to be a long day,” he said to himself. He checked the fuel gauge as he drove off. He’d need 
to find a gas station that actually had stocks so he could fill up his car. He had some way to go yet before 
he hit the motorway that would take him out of London and to the quadrant he’d been assigned by Parry. 

“A long day for the Old Guard,” Harry said. 


Back in the Hub, Danforth was coordinating operations while Drake controlled the parabolic dishes on 
the BT Tower using his laptop. Drake had a map up on his screen, and each time a report of Dark Light 
activity came in from any of the Old Guard or Eddie’s men with their mobile detectors, it was relayed to 
him from Danforth. Then Drake would concentrate on the area, using the dishes mounted on the tower, and 
the exact location could be triangulated. 

The operation wasn’t helped by the several power outages that shut down Drake’s dishes. Each time, 
he had to wait for the electricity supply to be restored, and also allow the system to reboot before he 
could start over again. 

It was several hours before he called out to Parry. “I think we might have something here,” he said, 


inclining his head toward the map on the screen. “We’re finding signals all over, but there’s a location in 


the west where the level is spiking off the scale. We’ ve got ourselves a major Dark Light hot spot there.” 
“Near Slough,” Parry noted as he peered at the cluster of red dots pulsing on the map. “Should we 
mobilize and get over there?” 
Drake shook his head. “Not yet. We don’t want to waste our time if it’s nothing to do with the Phase. 


Danforth’s sent some teams in for a recce.” 
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After he’d exited the motorway, Harry passed through two roundabouts and was on his way to the 
industrial estate when he spotted the army roadblock up ahead. He quickly scanned around; there were 
grass shoulders on either side of him and not a building in sight. It was too late to consider turning back, 
so he made sure the mobile detector was turned off and out of view as he approached the barrier. 

An armored vehicle was parked at the side of the road, which he recognized as a Viking, and in it a 
soldier was manning a .50 caliber machine gun. It was aimed directly at Harry, who immediately knew 
that something wasn’t right. Even with the current levels of civil unrest and heightened security, this was 
rather excessive for an elderly man out for a drive. 

The soldier at the barrier waved him down and came over. “Can I ask what your business is, sir?” he 
demanded brusquely. 

“Tm on my way to fetch my granddaughter from a party,” Harry lied. 

“Your granddaughter. Really. Would you mind stepping from your vehicle, sir, and keep your hands 
where I can see them,” the soldier ordered. 

“Ts there a problem up ahead?” Harry asked, trying to see the road past the barrier. 

The soldier’s voice grated with impatience. “Get out of your car.” He brought his assault rifle to bear 
on Harry. “Now!” 

Harry climbed out, holding his hands in front of him. 

“Up against the vehicle,” the soldier said, twirling a finger to indicate that Harry should face the other 
way. “And spread your legs.” 

Harry complied as another soldier joined the first and began to give him a thorough pat-down. 

“I see you’re Parachute Regiment,” Harry said. “You’re a long way from RHQ.” 

The soldier searching him had finished checking his legs all the way down to his boots and now 
quickly straightened up. He grabbed Harry roughly by the shoulder and spun him around. “And what 
would you know about that, Gramps?” 

Harry was unruffled. “Because I was in the Paras, too. I served from 1951 t —” 

“Show me some identification,” the soldier snapped. 

Harry slowly took out his wallet and handed it over. The soldier found his driver’s license and 
examined it. “Harold James Handscombe,” he read. He oozed disdain and had a way of looking away 


immediately after he’d spoken to show how little Harry meant to him. 


But then the words came that Harry was dreading. 

“Stay there,” the soldier with the assault rifle said. “We’re going to give your vehicle the once-over.” 

Alarm bells were ringing like crazy in Harry’s head, and his nerve endings tingled as if raw electricity 
was passing through his body. 

“Of course,” he said, as he glanced at the driver’s seat, calculating how long it would take him to reach 
the Browning Hi-Power hidden under it. The timing would be tight, and even if he did manage to retrieve 
his weapon, the odds weren’t stacked in his favor; he’d have to disable the nearest soldier first, then deal 
with the other two. 

It was a long time since he’d shot anyone, but the old instincts were never far away. One thing he knew 
for certain — the situation was going to turn nasty. For Harry, this was more than just a hunch — he was 
acting on all his years of being in tight corners. 

The soldiers’ eyes were slightly glazed; if Parry hadn’t briefed him about the Styx and their mind- 
control techniques, Harry would have guessed the men were on drugs. And the way the soldiers were 
conducting themselves was completely beyond the pale. 

The soldier was moving around the front of the car. “The trunk’s open?” he asked. 

“Tt is,” Harry said. But before the soldier even reached the trunk, Harry knew there was no way that he 
wouldn’t discover the mobile detector, the GPS, and eventually the handgun under the driver’s seat. 

The soldier had reached the passenger door and was opening it. 

He bent to look under the newspaper in the footwell. 

As he registered the modified Geiger counter, he opened his mouth to shout a warning to the other 
soldier. 

Harry knew the game was up. 

He moved as fast as his less-than-agile body would allow him. 

As he pivoted around on the ball of his foot and reached toward the driver’s seat, in the corner of his 
eye he saw something curious. 

The soldier with the assault rifle simply folded to the ground. And as Harry stooped to peer at the other 
man through the car, he saw he was sprawled on the road. 

Harry stood up. Even the soldier in the Viking was slumped over the heavy machine gun. 

Eddie, and three of his men with tranquilizer rifles, stepped down the snow-covered verge toward the 
incredibly confused Harry. 

“Professor Danforth thought you might need some help,” Eddie said. 


Half an hour later the call came in. It was Eddie. Parry stood beside Drake as he spoke on the satphone. 
When the call was over, Drake briefed his father. 


“We’re onto something. Eddie found Limiters and teams of compromised soldiers manning checkpoints 


on the roads into the industrial estate. The area was completely tied up, but he and his men have cleared a 
way in.” 

“Sounds promising,” Parry said. 

“Tt gets better. Eddie’s on the estate with some of the Old Guard. They’ve been surveilling a sizable 
factory where the Limiters are thick on the ground, and there’s also a high degree of vehicle activity. 
They’ve seen at least two refrigerated trucks make deliveries of what could have been meat — the last 
one’s just gone in. So it could be food for the Warrior grubs. I reckon we might have struck the mother 
lode.” 

“What’s Danforth’s take on it?” Parry asked. 

“He agrees that the Dark Light usage is exceptionally concentrated at that location. He thinks it’s a go. 
He’s sending Eddie the schematics for the factory right now.” 


Parry took a second to make up his mind. “Everyone!” he yelled across the floor. “We’re in business.” 





PART 3 


ASSAULT 





“THIS IS CUSHY. | COULD get used to the corporate life,” Rebecca One joked as she sipped her Diet 
Coke through a straw. 

“Sure could,” Rebecca Two agreed. 

The Styx twins were in the boardroom, lolling around in the upholstered chairs with their feet on the 
table. 

Rebecca One ran her eye over the plates of sandwiches that she and her sister had barely touched. 
“T’ve had all I want of these.” 

“Me, too. Would you please clear the table and bring us a couple of ice creams, Johan?” Rebecca Two 
asked. She watched Captain Franz as he collected the plates, then headed for the kitchen. 

Rebecca One slammed her Coke can down on the table. “Will you stop treating him with kid gloves? 
You don’t ask him to do things for you — you tell him. And he’s a Topsoiler — don’t use his first name,” 
she said. “I worry about you, you know. You’ve got to sort your act out.” 

Slurping her drink, Rebecca Two made no response. 

With a back swipe, Rebecca One sent her Coke can hurtling across the room. “Doesn’t matter anyway. 
We’ll probably have to dispense with him sooner rather than later.” 

Rebecca Two avoided her sister’s gaze. 

Captain Franz returned with two tubs of ice cream. Rebecca One took hers but then threw it straight 
back in his face. He barely blinked as it struck him. “This is vanilla. I wanted chocolate. Get me a 
chocolate one right now!” 

“You didn’t say what you wanted,” Rebecca Two pointed out as Captain Franz shuffled away. 

“Are you for real?” Rebecca One said. “It’s up to us to show the Heathen who’s boss.” She was 
shaking her head in exasperation, when her cell phone suddenly rang. Taking her feet from the table, she 
went to her coat to retrieve it. 

“T don’t know this number,” she said, as she examined the display. “And who would be calling me right 
now, anyway?” After a moment’s deliberation, she answered the phone. “How did you get m —?” she 
snapped, then fell silent. 


“So who is it?” Rebecca Two tried to ask as her sister continued to listen to the caller without saying a 


word. 

Captain Franz had returned with the tub of chocolate ice cream, but Rebecca One waved him away. 
She was frowning. “How do I know you're on the level?” she asked. A few moments later, she seemed 
satisfied with the answer. Still listening to the caller, she cupped a hand over the phone’s microphone. 
“Get your coat,” she whispered to her sister. 

“What for?” Rebecca Two demanded, but her sister ignored her, already heading for the door. 

Out in the corridor, Rebecca One again cupped her hand over the mouthpiece and spoke rapidly to her 
sister. “Get Franz to bring the Mercedes around to the back. Tell him to keep the engine running.” 

Rebecca Two almost exploded, she was so curious. “Why? What’s going on?” she hissed. 

But her sister was moving down the corridor at speed as she wrestled her coat on. “Tell me what you 
want out of this,” she said into the phone, as they turned a corner. They came face-to-face with the Limiter 
guarding the doors to the warehouse. 

Rebecca One beckoned at him with her free hand. “Your pistol — quick,” she ordered him with that 
hushed urgency people use when they’re mid—phone conversation. 

The Limiter obediently unbuttoned the flap on his holster and passed the gun over. 

“Silencer. That’s good,” she said, with a glance at the suppressor on the barrel. “No, sorry. . . 
nothing,” she replied quickly to the caller. “Just dealing with something here.” Her voice became hard 
with authority. “All right, I’m convinced, and you’ve got yourself a deal. You have my word on it — 
scout’s honor ’n’ all that. We’ll see you soon.” 

She ended the call. Without missing a beat, she raised the handgun to the Limiter’s chest and 
discharged it at point-blank range. 

“What the . . . 2” Rebecca Two leaped back as, right in front of her, the Limiter sank to the floor. “What 
did you do that for?” 

Rebecca One barely drew breath to reply. “Executive decision . . . no time to explain now,” she said. 

Stepping over the Limiter’s body, she threw open the doors. As the humidity and the stench of raw meat 
from the warehouse enveloped them, Rebecca One was already racing inside. “Find Alex and Vane,” she 
shouted to her sister. “And fast!” 


Parry took the first party down in the elevator. He’d told everyone to change from their Arctic Issue 
parkas into a variety of other less conspicuous clothes that had been provided to them back in the 
Complex. But as they entered the BT Tower reception area in their Sherpa jackets and thick corduroy 
trousers, they resembled a Victorian climbing party about to set out on an expedition. 

Terry Finch was beside the revolving door as he kept a careful eye on Mortimer Street outside. 

“You dealt with the staff, then?” Parry asked, speaking loudly to the old man as he ran his eyes over the 
rather drab area and the abandoned reception desk. “The Emergency Order obviously did the trick.” 


“Well, . . . they’ve gone to a Starbucks around the corner until I give them the say-so to return,” Terry 
answered. 

Parry frowned. “You don’t sound too sure — was there a problem?” he pressed the old man 
impatiently. 

“One of the security gentlemen wanted to check with head office, so I stuck the official document in 
front of him.” 

“And that worked?” Parry asked. 

“No, he wasn’t buying it, so I drew my Webley on him,” Terry said with a mischievous grin, taking a 
revolver from the holster in the small of his back. “That worked like magic.” 

“Riiiight,” Parry exhaled, his frown growing even more pronounced. He looked from Will to Drake. 
“Make sure you’ ve got your tranquilizer pistols handy,” he said before he addressed Mrs. Burrows. “And, 
Celia, can you keep a nose out for any trouble heading our way? I need to know what’s waiting for us 
around the corner,” he told her. 

“A very nice Italian restaurant about three hundred yards up on the left. The calzone’s making me feel 
quite ravenous,” she said, smiling. 

“Why doesn’t anyone ever give me a straight answer?” Parry grumbled just as two old minibuses 
pulled up on the yellow line outside. The rest of the party had descended in the elevator, and one at a 
time, they exited onto the street and loaded their gear into the backs of the vehicles. 

The driver of each minibus didn’t speak as they threaded their way through London. Will saw for the 
first time just how far things had gone in the capital. Other than the groups of soldiers and policemen 
stationed around the place, Euston Road itself appeared to be quite normal and the traffic relatively 
heavy. But as he glanced down side roads, it was a different story. He spotted the odd burned-out car and 
huge piles of household rubbish that hadn’t been collected in weeks. Fire engines blocked the entrance to 
Regent’s Park, and beyond its gates whole rows of large white buildings blazed away. 

They took a right off Marylebone Road and raced through several back roads because the driver of the 
first minibus had spotted trouble up ahead. Then they emerged at the start of the Marylebone Flyover and 
sped up the incline. 

They had all turned their radios on so they could hear Parry’s directions as he spoke into his throat 
mike from the first minibus, which was also carrying Stephanie, Sweeney, and the Colonel. “I’ve received 
a report that there’s a disturbance in Shepherd’s Bush, and the army is out in force there. So we’re going 
to leave London on the M3, then cut across country to the M4. We’ll maintain radio silence from now on, 
unless there’s a hiccup.” 

“Hiccup?” Mrs. Burrows asked as there was a click and their earpieces went ominously quiet. 

Drake swiveled around in his seat beside the driver to answer her, glancing at Will, then Chester and 
Mr. Rawls in the process. “My old man means if they hit a problem, they’!] open up with their weapons 


and take the heat so we can bug out. One of the vehicles has to make it through.” 


“Gosh! Pm so glad I came with you,” Chester piped up. 
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One of the first to be born, the Styx Warrior larva was barely recognizable as the stumpy little maggot 
Vane had cradled in her arms only days earlier. 

Having sprouted two pairs of legs and a muscular tail, its appearance bore more than a passing 
resemblance to a tadpole making the transition into a frog. Only no lily pad could have supported this 
brute’s weight; measuring more than three feet from tip to tail, it was more on a par with an overgrown 
Gila monster. 

And as the Warrior larva had grown, building up reserves of protein for its impending pupation, food 
was all it thought about. It slept only sporadically, nearly every minute of its day spent trying to satisfy its 
insatiable hunger. 

So when the Warrior larva chanced upon a pool of warm blood that had seeped under the doors to the 
warehouse, it began to lap at it energetically with its gray, darting tongue. The regular meat deliveries 
were all well and good, but not a touch on living or freshly killed quarry. Having licked the concrete floor 
clean, it began to investigate the source of the blood. 

Like a dog outside a pantry, it scampered up and down as it probed the gap under the doors with its 
tongue. As the larva’s olfactory receptors picked up traces of the body on the other side, blood-flecked 
drool leaked from its maw. It snorted in frustration. It didn’t know how to get at the juicy meal and had 
begun to scuttle up and down again when it bumped into one of the doors. It observed how the unlocked 
door hinged open a fraction. 

The Warrior larva paused for a moment, its slitted black pupils considering the barrier in its way. Then 
it began to ram its head against the door. The larva battered it harder and harder, until there was finally 
enough room for it to squeeze through. And it couldn’t believe its luck as it surveyed the dead Limiter 
stretched out on the floor. The door had swung shut again behind it, but the Warrior larva didn’t care — it 
had no intention of communicating its find to its sibling brothers. Keeping the whole body to itself was far 
too tempting. 

It began to gorge itself on the delicious corpse. It was oblivious to its surroundings while it nipped off 


strips of flesh from the Limiter’s face with its needle-like teeth and gulped them down. 
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The minibuses parked at the rear of the two-story building, and everyone clambered out and followed 
Parry inside. Eddie and one of his men were waiting for them in a room filled with cardboard boxes. Will 
looked for Elliott, but there was no sign of her. 

“Your Old Guard have the factory surrounded. We haven’t seen anything to suggest that anyone inside 


is aware of our presence yet,” Eddie reported to Parry. “And we’re ready to lock down the whole estate.” 


“Perfect,” Parry said. “Go ahead and seal the place. From now on, nothing goes in or out.” 

Eddie spoke to his man in Styx. After he’d hurried off, Eddie addressed Drake and the rest of the party. 
“The floor below is a half basement used for storage. I’ve established it as one of four Objective Rally 
Points for the Old Guard. You can see the target location from there, but don’t venture too close to the 
windows.” He turned back to Parry. “And my surveillance team is waiting for you on the roof, 
Commander.” 

“Excellent — Pll come and take a dekko. But first I want to hear from Celia,” Parry said, swiveling to 
Mrs. Burrows. “That thing you do — can you do it from here? Because I need you to tell me what’s over 
the road.” 

Mrs. Burrows nodded, then tipped her head back. Will heard Stephanie’s sharp intake of breath as his 
mother’s eyeballs rotated upward so that only the whites were showing. 

“People ... humans . . . maybe five hundred and fifty . . . no, more, I think. Maybe six hundred — I 
can’t tell precisely,” Mrs. Burrows said. 

“And Styx?” Parry asked. 

“Yes ... but not many. I don’t know . . . three dozen or more?” 

“Tt would be helpful to know the exact number,” Parry pressed her. 

A bead of sweat broke from Mrs. Burrows’s hairline and trickled down the center of her forehead. 
“Tt’s no good — I’m getting jumbled signals,” she whispered. Then a shudder ran through her as her eyes 
suddenly righted themselves. For a moment she seemed to be in a daze, then she turned to Parry. “This is 
strange — it’s as though I can’t tune in.” 

Parry stroked his beard thoughtfully. “Don’t worry — you’ve given me enough of a confirmation. All 
those people must have been bused in for the breeding program. What else would they be doing there?” 
He started toward Eddie. “Even if there’s a full regiment of Limiters inside, we’ve got to get the job 
done.” 

“No, wait!” Mrs. Burrows said sharply. “You don’t understand — there’s something in there that 
doesn’t want me to find it. Something more than Styx. Something dark.” 

Parry merely nodded. 

“OK, everybody downstairs with me,” Drake said to Will and the others. 

Eddie held up a hand. “Before you go . . . Elliott’s in the rooftop Observation Post, and if it’s all right 
with you, she’s made a request.” 

“What’s that?” Drake said as Will and Chester exchanged glances. They both began to move toward 
Eddie, believing that Elliott would want them with her. 

“She’s asked that Stephanie join her up there,” Eddie said. 

Will froze as he heard Chester whisper, “Wha —?” 


Once up on the flat roof, Stephanie and Parry kept low as they approached the parapet with Eddie. The 
former Limiters were there in force and had strung a light blue camo net a few feet above the parapet so 
that their silhouettes wouldn’t be outlined against the sky. 

“Commander,” Harry Handscombe said when Parry ducked under the camo net, and they shook hands 
vigorously. “Piece of luck, wasn’t it — me locating the target so early in the running?” 

“Certainly was,” Parry said, smiling at his old friend. “But not so lucky that you almost got yourself 
slotted by those Darklit troops. I never asked you to stick your neck that far out, you know.” 

Harry would have shaken his head if he’d been able, but instead gave Parry a wry grin. “Enough of the 
neck jokes, you old reprobate!” 

Parry moved to the edge of the roof, his binoculars in hand. He checked the position of the pale sun to 
make sure there’d be no telltale reflection from his lenses before he began to scrutinize the factory 
opposite. “Ah, yes, there they are,” he said under his breath when he located the Limiters and New 
Germanian guards patrolling the parking area. 

Stephanie had been standing back from the parapet, not sure what she was meant to be doing, when 
Elliott beckoned her over. As she crept to Elliott’s side, Stephanie eyed all the former Limiters with some 
trepidation. 

“Don’t mind them. They may look pretty spooky, but they’re on our side,” Elliott confided in her. 

“Cool,” Stephanie swallowed, then frowned at Elliott. “But why do you want me here? Your two 
boyfriends are, like, gagging to be with you.” 

“Back in the Complex you told me that you could deal with anything. So here’s your chance to prove 
it.” Elliott wasn’t being confrontational, and Stephanie recognized this as the girl continued to speak. “Ina 
moment, we’re going to neutralize every single living thing outside that building opposite.” 

“Neutralize?” Stephanie said. 

Elliott inclined her head. “We’re going to snipe all those men as quickly and as cleanly as we can. Will 
you help me?” 

“Ts this some sort of sisters’ thing?” 

“Tf you want to call it that.” Elliott shrugged. “I never had a sister.” 

“You want me to shoot people, too?” Stephanie asked, glancing at Elliott’s long rifle, which she’d 
camouflaged with white tape and now had a chunky silencer affixed to the end of the barrel. 

“No, I want you to spot for me,” Elliott said, indicating the scope beside her. “I’m relying on you to get 
a fix on the guards’ positions, because when we open fire from up here, we can’t afford any slipups. If 
one of them raises the alarm, we lose the element of surprise.” 


“OK, I suppose I could do that,” Stephanie said, going over to the scope. 
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Will was surprised by the sheer number of Old Guard present in the dimly lit basement. Although their 


faces were obscured by ski masks, he sensed the nervous expectation that hung over them as they chatted 
quietly among themselves. 

“Shotguns?” he asked as he noticed what some of them were carrying. 

“We don’t know what’s waiting for us across the road,” Drake explained. “For close-quarters combat, 
a semiauto twelve-bore is right on the money.” 

“And what are those tanks they’ve got?” Chester asked, observing that a number of men had twin 
cylinders on their backs. 

“Flamethrowers, for the final stage of the offensive,” Drake replied. “You see, simply leveling the 
target building doesn’t cut the mustard. Things have a way of surviving in air pockets under the rubble. 
We really don’t want any of the Warrior grubs — if they’re actually in there — to crawl out after we’ve 
left the scene. If a single one were to get loose, it could find more humans and . . . we’d be back where 
we Started.” 

“I see,” Chester said, while Will and the others listened. 

“There’s no alternative but to get inside and do the job up close and personal. We have to make sure 
nothing is left alive,” Drake continued. 

“You mean kill everyone?” Mrs. Burrows interjected. “What about the humans I sensed in there — they 
could be Colonists or innocent Topsoilers who through no fault of their own have got caught up in this. 
Can’t we decondition them with Danforth’s Purger, then take th —>?” 

“Not going to happen,” Drake cut her short, his face grim. “We don’t have that luxury. This operation is 
all or nothing — we have to stop the Phase in its tracks, whatever it takes.” 

Mrs. Burrows started to object, but Drake had moved away to speak to Parry over a private frequency 
on his radio headset. Once the conversation was finished, Drake returned. “Everybody’s in position 
around the target building, and we’re on the final countdown.” He swung his Bergen from his back. “I 
want you all to strip down to tactical kit — weapons and ammo only. Stow everything else here. Then you 
can watch the first stage from the windows.” 

Armed with their Stens, Will and Chester went to the front of the basement and stood on tiptoe to peer 
through the dusty windows. 

“Bloody Limiters,” Will growled as he saw a pair of them at the gates. “They look like they own the 
place.” 

“Those other men — do you reckon they’re New Germanians?” Chester said. 

Will gave Colonel Bismarck a glance as the man watched from another window. Some of the soldiers 
over the road were his troops from the inner world, and Will wondered what the Colonel thought about 
Drake’s no-prisoner policy. Will also knew that if the Colonel hadn’t been shocked from his Dark Light 
programming by the explosion in the city, right now he could be one of those brainwashed soldiers 
patrolling the factory. 

His thoughts were interrupted by Parry’s voice coming over the headsets. “Alpha, I say, Alpha,” he 


enunciated clearly, initiating the first stage of the operation. “Remove the designated targets on my mark.” 
He paused for a beat, then began to count down. “Five — four — three — two — one — FIRE!” 


There wasn’t a sound, but the men Will could see in the parking lot simply dropped from sight. 
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Up on the roof, Stephanie swiveled the spotting scope around. “Next target’s on the move — he’s turning 
— he’s going toward the entrance,” she said, her voice becoming shrill with the urgency. 

“T see him,” Elliott replied calmly, then pulled the trigger. Her silenced rifle bucked in her hands, but 
the only sound was a small rush of air. As the round found its mark, the Limiter pitched forward, his head 
exploding scarlet over the white snow. 

“Ohhh,” Stephanie said, putting her hand to her mouth. “That was totally a bull’s-eye.” 


“Bravo,” Parry’s voice announced. “I repeat — Bravo. We’ ve cleared the sentries.” 
“Right, all of you outside,” Drake ordered. 


Having taken off the top of the Limiter’s cranium as if his head was a hard-boiled egg, the Warrior larva 
was scooping out the last of the man’s brain with its prehensile tongue. Its eyes flickered in ecstasy at the 
delicious gray matter, as the larva’s hyperefficient digestive system absorbed the proteins just as quickly 
as it could gulp them down. 


Will and Chester started across the road with Drake and Sweeney flanking them, and Colonel Bismarck, 
Mr. Rawls, and Mrs. Burrows following behind. 

“Look at that.” Will was referring to what must have been a hundred men from Parry’s Old Guard 
advancing in a line. And those were only the ones he could see; he knew there must be at least the same 
number again around the other sides of the factory. “I didn’t realize there were so many of them.” 

Drake had overheard Will. “Yes, the perimeter’s in. My old man’s running the show by the textbook,” 
he said, his eyes full of admiration as he watched his father join the line of Old Guard farther along the 
road. “He’s even sent a couple of units into the sewers, in case anything tries to use the drains to make a 
break for it.” 

The snow on the tarmac helped to deaden any sound the Old Guard made as they closed in. And when 
they reached the boundary fencing around the site, all that could be heard was the occasional bluster of the 


wind. 


Then there was activity. The main doors to the office building swung open, and a Limiter emerged, 
clearly in a hurry. Something had rattled him. But he’d taken only a couple of paces before a crossbow 
bolt struck him in the neck. As he dropped to the ground, all the Old Guard seemed to be holding their 
breath, but no one else followed him through the doors. 

“Charlie,” Parry’s voice crackled over the radio. “I say again, Charlie. Before we lose the advantage 
of surprise.” 

Drake signaled to Will and the others to come with him through the gates and into the parking lot. The 
Old Guard were all around them, running to the various entry points of the factory that Parry had assigned 
them. 

“Stay well back,” Drake ordered as he and Sweeney moved into the main entrance of the office 
building, covering one another. There was no one in the reception area, so Drake immediately advanced 
along the corridor leading from it, Sweeney checking the rooms on either side as they went. 

“The boardroom,” Drake whispered into the throat mike as Sweeney slipped through the last of the 
doors. “I saw it on the ground plan.” 

With their Stens at the ready, the boys kept their distance as Drake had told them, with Mrs. Burrows, 
the Colonel, and Mr. Rawls bringing up the rear. A couple of the Old Guard had also entered the reception 
area, but they remained by the doors. 

When Sweeney emerged from the boardroom, he and Drake inched farther down the corridor. They 
stopped as a small explosion shook the whole factory, followed by the rattle of automatic weapons. 

“Delta, Delta, Delta!” Parry’s urgent voice came over the radio. “The gloves are off!” 

Unscrewing the silencer from his Beretta, Drake turned to address everybody. “The Styx know we’re 
here now, but we’re still going to take it nice and easy,” he said. 

He and Sweeney continued down the corridor until they came to a corner. Sweeney moved ahead, his 
back to the wall, while Drake slid along the opposite side. 

Sweeney suddenly raised a fist, and Drake froze. The big man pointed to his ear, then up ahead. He’d 


heard something. 
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The Warrior larva could have pulverized what was left of the Limiter’s skull with its powerful molars, 
but other softer and juicier parts of the corpse were too inviting. It was moving toward the Limiter’s legs 
when it heard the explosion and the ensuing gunfire. 

It paused momentarily, but then the smell of the blood from the two bullet holes Rebecca One had left 
in the man’s chest became too much for it to resist. The larva crept back up the Limiter’s body and began 


to lick at these, then nibbled the meat on the man’s ribs. 


“What’s that?” Sweeney whispered to Drake. 

Dappled with blood, the ivory-colored tail had been sweeping from side to side, visible to both of 
them. Then, as the creature clawed its way up the Limiter’s corpse, the tail disappeared from view. 

And whether the larva had heard or smelled the two humans approaching along the corridor, it now 
reluctantly stopped feeding and lowered its body in readiness. 

Sweeney was straining to hear what was there. But it was impossible with all the noise coming from 
the other parts of the building. 

“Careful,” Drake whispered, taking tiny steps forward. 

There was no fear in the larva’s mind — it wasn’t capable of that. All it felt was the excitement that 
more food, with beating hearts, was coming its way. It suddenly broke from cover and hurtled into the 
corridor. 

“Jesus! Contact!” Drake cried, as the Warrior larva scuttled straight past him like a lizard, opposing 
legs clawing the carpet. 

The speed at which the creature was moving was phenomenal, but so was Sweeney’s reaction time. He 
managed to get a shot off, clipping its tail. And although Sweeney was back at the corner of the corridor 
in the blink of an eye, with the retreating hindquarters of the larva squarely in his sights, he was unable to 
take a second shot. Will was right in the line of fire if the bullet happened to go wide. 

The single shot might have slowed it a little, but the Warrior larva was still haring straight down the 
middle of the corridor. 

“Stop it!” Drake yelled. 

Later, he asked himself if the reason he hadn’t opened fire on it was not because of how quick the 
creature was, but because of what he’d seen. It was true that the Warrior larva had been moving at a 
blistering speed, but its appearance might have also been a factor. 

The sight of its head was enough to make his heart miss several beats. 

Will’s and Chester’s jaws dropped as they reacted in the same way. 

Although its torso was amphibian, its head was something else entirely. 

Something shocking. 

The larva’s head was that of a human child — with distinct human features. Covered in off-white 
scales, the eyes, nose, and ears were perfectly formed, albeit the mouth was filled with shiny white spikes 
for teeth, and its tongue was at least a foot in length as it flicked out. 

And worse still, when Sweeney winged it, the wail it emitted could have been that of a human infant. 

As the Warrior larva bolted toward the main doors, one of the Old Guard had heard Drake’s warning 
and was moving rapidly to intercept it. He brought his shotgun up, but the larva simply sprang clean over 
his head. 

“Crikey!” he shouted. The old soldier still had his instincts, though, and tried to take the shot as he 
tipped backward. He missed the creature completely, the light on the corridor ceiling exploding into a 


million pieces and showering him and the boys. 

“Stop it!” Drake yelled again. 

Then Mr. Rawls was the only obstacle in its path to freedom through the main doors. 

Again the Warrior larva sprang. 

The second member of the Old Guard tried to shoot it in midair, but he missed, too, the round shattering 
a vase on the reception desk. 

Mr. Rawls had stepped back. The Warrior larva tried to alter its trajectory by rotating its tail, but it 
wasn’t enough. It slammed into Mr. Rawls, gripping his chest with its claws. 

“Colonel! Shoot it!” Drake shouted, realizing that the larva was dangerously close to escaping, 

But the New Germanian couldn’t open fire for fear of hurting Chester’s father. 

Despite the weight of the Warrior larva on him, Mr. Rawls had managed to remain on his feet. He was 
staggering backward as if he was doing some form of bizarre limbo dance. 

“Help! Help! Help!” he was jabbering as the larva bit down on his shoulder. Mr. Rawls screamed in 
shock and pain. 

“Get it off him!” Chester cried, aiming his Sten but knowing there was no way he could use it. 

Something flashed through the air. 

The Warrior larva slid from Mr. Rawls, a knife embedded up to the hilt in its neck. As the creature 
flopped to the floor, its limbs were still moving, but only in a weak reflex action. 

“Evil-looking thing,” one of the Old Guard muttered. 

“Nice kill, Colonel,” Sweeney said. “I thought the Sticky bug was outta here.” 

Colonel Bismarck went over to the Warrior larva. Placing a foot on the creature’s back, he yanked his 
knife out. “Ich war es nicht,” he said. He put the knife back into the scabbard on his belt, then glanced 
over at Mrs. Burrows. “It was Celia. She helped herself to my knife.” 

“Mum!” Will exclaimed. “How did you do that? You can’t even see!” 

Mrs. Burrows shrugged as Drake examined the creature, which was still twitching. “Better make sure 
it’s dead. Who knows what these things are capable of?” he said. 

Much to everyone’s astonishment, the Colonel simply raised his boot and brought it down on the larva. 
There was the most ghastly crack of bone as its childlike head split open. 

Will and Chester looked away. 

Drake opened a channel to Parry on the radio. “Tell everyone that the mature Warrior bugs are fast and 
highly mobile. They can clear some height, too.” 

Parry was shouting as he replied. “We already know that,” he said. There were yells and the sound of 
shotguns blasting in the background before Drake ended the connection. 

Then Drake turned to Mrs. Burrows. “Can you get Jeff across the road and have that bite looked at?” 
he asked her. As she took him away, Will and Chester followed Drake and Sweeney to the end of the 


corridor, where they tried not to look at the dead Limiter on the floor, less one brain. The boys could hear 


the Old Guard on the other side of the doors beginning to work their way through the warehouse. They 
were killing anything that moved, the terrible screams coming thick and fast. 

“Stay here and make sure nothing else gets out,” Drake ordered the boys as he and Sweeney prepared 
to enter. 

“Don’t you want us to help?” Chester offered. 

“No, the cleanup inside won’t be a pretty sight. I wouldn’t wish it on. . .” Drake trailed off as his 
radio bleeped. “Parry again,” he murmured, opening up the private frequency. 

“When Jiggs was with you, he noticed something,” Parry shouted. 

“Jiggs — with us?” Drake replied, frowning at Sweeney, who shook his head. “None of us saw him.” 

“Well, he spotted a security camera in the corridor where you are,” Parry continued. “He says there’s a 
safe room up on the second. Check it out, will you?” 

The exchange came to an end, and Drake addressed Sweeney. “Hold the position here, Sparks. I need 
to investigate this.” 

Drake tore back down the corridor, the boys following so they could see what he was up to. Drake 
came to a stop outside the boardroom, where he peered up at a camera mounted just below the ceiling. 

“Yes, there it is.” He turned to the reception area and addressed Colonel Bismarck. “Jiggs has located 
the security room a floor up,” he said. “If the system in this place has been left running, the footage could 
be very useful to us.” 

Drake immediately went upstairs with the Colonel to investigate, leaving Will and Chester to relieve 
Sweeney by the warehouse doors. 

“I may be coming back this way. Don’t blow my head off,” Sweeney said with a grin, then ducked 
inside the warehouse. 

Now alone, the boys stood guard with their Stens, listening to a sound track from the darkest of 
nightmares. They heard piercing screams. It was incessant. As though babies and young children were 
being slaughtered by the thousands. 

“I know they’re not human... but ’mso glad we’re not in there,” Chester whispered. 

Will just nodded. 


The air was thick with steam, and the only relief to the murky darkness was the occasional muzzle flash as 
weapons discharged. 

The squad was working its way in from the corner, the men with infrared goggles checking under the 
beds on which a few desiccated human remains lay on blood-caked mattresses. The heat-detecting 
equipment the men were using was essential. The younger larvae were easy to miss as they slithered 
under animal carcasses or took refuge in any nook or cranny they could find. 


But the mature larvae were the real problem. 


“Heads!” one of the squad shouted when he caught heat traces on the metal crossbeams running just 
under the roof. 

As lights raked where they were hiding, several Warrior larvae scattered. They used their newly 
developed limbs to full effect, darting along the beams while automatic fire peppered the roof space. 

One of the larvae was hit, falling to the ground, where it writhed and screamed at ear-piercing volume 
until it was put out of its misery. 

That was when the squad encountered their first Styx woman. 

“Getting strong readings here,” one of the men warned on his approach to a pile of beds heaped in a 
mound so high that it was almost touching the roof. “Could be a nest.” 

As the squad advanced, a young Warrior larva nosed out from the bottom of the pile. It was dispatched 
with a single shot from a handgun, bursting open with a splatter of lacteous fluid. 

A second larva was spotted not far from the first. 

A member of the Old Guard lined up his weapon on it. 

But when someone yelled, “Good God! — watch it!” he didn’t take the shot. 

She was poised at the very top of the mound of beds, her insect limbs vibrating together in a low hum. 
The Styx woman had crept out much as a spider emerges when prey lands on its web. Her bloated midriff 
and her sinew-thin arms and legs only added to this image. 

“Back off from my children!” the Styx woman ordered, leering at the squad as fluid dribbled from her 
mouth. 

With her arched, angry eyebrows and her black, swollen lips, her exaggerated feminine features were 
like some burlesque mask. 

“Blimey, I swear that’s my ex-wife!” one of the Old Guard quipped, but nobody felt like laughing. 

“Lower your weapons, men. I say again — lower your weapons,” the Styx female commanded the 
squad of Old Guard. There was such authority in her voice that before they knew it, a number of the 
veteran soldiers had actually begun to comply, responding to the training entrenched in them during their 
lengthy military careers. 

“No! Hold to!” someone shouted, and for several beats, neither side made a move. 

The Styx woman and the squad of Old Guard stood frozen in the moment. 

Then, as the young Warrior larva began to slither back into its hiding place, the member of the Old 
Guard adjusted his aim on it. 

With a banshee howl, the Styx woman flew at him. In less than the blink of an eye, she’d landed in front 
of him. Using both her arms and insect limbs, she wrenched the assault rifle from his grip. 

She knew her weapons. In a blur, she’d flipped the HK MP53 around and was pointing it straight at his 
chest. 

She began to pull the trigger. 

But another man had acted with speed equal to hers. 


Sweeney kicked the assault rifle, deflecting the burst away from the man’s chest. The rounds hit the 
floor, ripping holes in the concrete. 

The Styx woman swore as she swiped at Sweeney’s face with her insect limbs, but he ducked low, 
avoiding them. And, as he came up again, he had the MP53 in his hands. 

The Styx woman hadn’t expected that. 

Now disarmed, she did the only thing she could. She seized hold of the man who’d been about to kill 
the Warrior larva, wrapping her arms and insect limbs around his body. She squeezed him hard, several of 
his ribs cracking at some volume. His feet were lifted from the ground as she swung him in front of her, 
shielding herself from the rest of the squad coming to the rescue. 

There were just too many for her. 

In all the darkness and confusion, shooting her wasn’t an option — they might hit the man in her grip. 
With Sweeney shouting directions, it took ten members of the squad to pry her loose. 

As she strained and shrieked and hissed at them, they held her. 

“Three... two... one!” Sweeney counted down, and they slung her back against the mound of beds. 
Then the whole squad opened up on her, the rapid rates of fire shredding her body. 


As she died, the former major from the British Army screamed one last time. 
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When the sound of gunfire had finally petered out, Parry proclaimed “Echo” over the radio. Everyone 
withdrew from the factory grounds and formed a cordon in the road again. 

There was a low rumble, as if something massive was being dragged along the ground. Fire began to 
lick the insides of the windows, and burst from the vents in the roofs like red spears. 

“Incendiaries,” Drake said, carefully wrapping a sweater around a computer hard drive that he and the 
Colonel had retrieved from the security room. “Nothing will survive those temperatures. Which is the 
general idea.” 

Whistles blew. “To the rallying point,” men shouted, and everyone moved en masse to the far end of 
the parking lot on the other side of the road. 

They gathered around Parry, who was standing on a weapons crate with some sort of device in his 
hand. In addition to Eddie’s men, who kept to themselves in a small group, there must have been at least 
three hundred of the Old Guard there. Still wearing their masks, they stood in silence. 

“I know this has probably been one of the oddest missions I’ve asked you on. . . and probably one of 
the most harrowing,” Parry said, throwing a glance over the road. “But I want to thank all of you for your 
professionalism. It’s been an impeccably executed op —” 

Someone yelled, “Blowing your own trumpet again, Commander?” There were hoots of laughter, and 
the whole mood of the gathering was at once transformed. Some of the men were lighting cigars, while 
others took out hip flasks and began to hand them around. 


Parry tried to get some order back into the proceedings, although he was smiling. “An impeccably 
executed operation, like the ones we used to mount back in the day. Some of you have taken your fair 
share of knocks, but I’m pleased to report that there hasn’t been a single fatality on our side.” 

Everyone looked over to a Land Rover with its rear doors open. Although there were two men on 
stretchers inside it, there were another ten or so outside in the process of being treated, most having 
dressings applied to what were only minor injuries. 

“There’s Dad. Pd better see how he is,” Chester said, spotting his father in the group behind the Land 
Rover. He rushed off, leaving Will by himself. 

Parry continued, “And I call that a resounding success!” 

The crowd echoed their agreement. 

“Although the job is far from done and we’ ve still got to root out the Styx here on the surface, today... 
, he said, taking a breath, “today we’ve diverted a catastrophe of global proportions.” 

“Tt’s over. We really stopped the Phase,” Will whispered to himself. With everything that had happened 
in the last hour, he’d rather lost sight of what they’d just accomplished. “We’ ve bloody done it.” 

Parry was still talking. “. . . and I don’t think I’m the man to do this,” he said, holding up the device in 
his hand. 

There were shouts of “Go on, Commander!” but he shook his head. 

“No, Pd like my very old friend, who put his neck on the block for us today. . .” 

There was a groan from the crowd. 

“. . . to do the honors,” Parry went on. “Show yourself, Hoss!” 

A tall man pretended to hide himself in the crowd. 

“Come on — it’s not like you to be shy,” Parry teased. 

Will watched as the man lumbered from the ranks, noticing how he had to swing himself around to look 
at his comrades on the way over to Parry. 

The man took the device from Parry and held it high. “This is for all of us. And after dealing with those 
creepy crawlies in there, P11 never complain about the pests on my allotment again!” 

There was a roar from the crowd. 

“Just a word of warning,” Parry said, managing to make himself heard as he scanned the crowd and 
found Will. “For those of you who haven’t seen much action, never look up when you're this close to a 
major detonation. Now, go ahead, Hoss.” 

Harry hit the button and there was an almighty explosion. Part of the roof of the main warehouse blew 
heavenward, fire belching from the opening. Engulfed by flames, the rest of the roof collapsed, followed 
by the walls, until very little of the structure was still standing. 

Will found out why Parry had seen the need to warn him. After a few seconds, pieces of flaming debris 
began to drop not far from the parking lot, landing on the snow-covered ground and hissing away. But the 


Old Guard didn’t mind, cheering loudly and jumping aside to avoid them. 


As someone nudged his back, Will spun around to find Elliott behind him. 

“Hi there,” he said, happy to see her. 

“Hi,” she said, but she seemed preoccupied and didn’t return his smile. For a moment her gaze crept to 
the far horizon, in the opposite direction to the burning ruins of the factory. 

“Why did you want Stephanie with you?” Will asked, trying not to show that he minded. 

“Because she’s one of us now. Someone’s got to show her the ropes,” Elliott replied distantly. “And 
because I have this feeling . . .” She was rubbing the nape of her neck. 

Before Will had the opportunity to ask what she meant, she announced, “Ah, here they come.” 

Eddie and Stephanie were strolling over, and part of Will was sad. It was different now that all these 
other people were involved. It wasn’t just him, Elliott, and Chester, with Drake to lead them, up against 
the Styx. 

Some of the Old Guard, fueled by whatever was in their flasks, were talking and joking boisterously 


among themselves. Others, their arms on each other’s shoulders, were singing what sounded like a victory 


hymn. 


They met the tyrant’s brandished steel, 


the lion’s gory mane; 


Something dawned on Will. As tough as the last year had been for him, he realized that without the 
Rebecca twins and the Styx and the constant danger, he would never have the friends he had — the very 
best friends — friends he could count on however dire the situation. 

And if the Styx were beaten and the threat removed, everything would change. 


They bowed their heads the death to feel; 


who follows in their train? 


Perhaps they’d all go their separate ways, living lives completely apart from one another. Elliott had 
her father back now, and Chester his parents. As for Drake, he’d probably go off and find himself another 
cause to champion. 

And what sort of life would Will lead once all this was over? Where exactly would he end up? Back 
in Highfield with his mother and her turbocharged nose? He couldn’t see how that would work out. Worse 
still, he’d have to start school again. 

The prospect of returning to a normal life filled him with the darkest dread. 

“My father’s going to give us a lift part of the way in the Humvees,” Elliott said, yawning. “I just want 
to get home to the Complex again.” 


“Yes, home again,” Will said. 





THE BUGATTI VEYRON shot across the grass fields of Windsor Park, narrowly missing a clump of 
trees. 

“You’re going too fast,” Rebecca One said as the car launched from the top of an incline, then slammed 
back onto the ground again, jarring her and Vane. 

“Slow down. I think we’re he —” 

With a snarl, Vane yanked the steering wheel around and stood on the brakes. The car went into a 360- 
degree spin, its tires spewing out snow. 

As the engine stalled, Vane burst from the car, her insect limbs slashing the air. 

Rebecca also stepped from the car, and Vane immediately rounded on her. “What have you done?” the 
Styx woman screeched. 

Vane began to cough, then doubled over. With a gush of yellow fluid she vomited something from her 
mouth. 

It was an egg pod. 

She dropped to her knees, taking the pod between her hands and holding it before her as if she was 
praying. 

“What a terrible, terrible waste,” she said huskily. “My babies need a host. They’re going to die.” 

Driven by Captain Franz, the Mercedes sped across the grass and pulled up beside the Veyron. Alex 
was also in bad shape, stumbling from the vehicle as Rebecca Two opened the door for her. And the Styx 
woman had to be helped the short distance over to her sister. 

As they saw each other, Alex and Vane didn’t speak, but their insect limbs clicked together in 
communication. Still on her knees, Vane held up the egg pod to her sister. Alex shook her head, her 
expression one of deepest despair. 

Vane rose unsteadily to her feet, then the pair of adult twins swung on the younger ones. 

“Why did you do this? You’ ve ruined it for all of us,” Alex accused Rebecca Two. 

“T didn’t sanction anything. I don’t know why we’re here,” the girl replied, turning to her sister. 

Vane began to stride toward Rebecca One as if she meant to do her harm. “Why did you make us leave 
our babies and all those hot bodies?” 


Rebecca One was unfazed. “That’s why,” she said, spinning around on her heels. 

In the distance, smoke drifted up into the sky. 

Vane and Alex tried to absorb what they were seeing. Still in the thrall of the Phase, their faces were 
gaunt, their almost translucent skin stretched tight over their skulls, and their eyes purple-rimmed. 

“T tried to tell you in the car, but you weren’t listening,” Rebecca One said softly. 

There was a distant flash, then the sound of an explosion rolled toward them. 

“That was our factory?” Vane asked. 

Rebecca One let out a shuddering sigh. “Yes, it’s all gone. All our warehouses will have been taken 
out, and everyone along with them.” 

“NO! NO! NO!” Alex screamed at the top of her lungs. 

“But how did you know this would happen? Was that the call on your cell?” Rebecca Two asked. 

Her sister nodded. “Yes. It was a warning,” she said, her voice cracking. “That little creep, Will 
Burrows, along with Drake and that half-breed Elliott, and all the others we should have buried months 
back — they’re behind this. They’re to blame.” She was fighting back the tears and took a moment before 
she went on. “I knew the force of numbers against us were too great. In the time we couldn’t have done 
anything.” 

“If we can be got at like this, we’re not safe anywhere,” Alex said. 

“Its Romania all over again,” Vane added, her voice hollow. “Now there aren’t enough of us to see the 
Phase through. It’s over.” She opened her hand and let the egg pod fall to the snow. 

“No, it’s not over,” Rebecca One said resolutely. “I wish I could have saved more of the sisters, but at 
least I got both of you out.” She went to Vane and Alex, and laid her hands on their arms. “And we’re 
going to split you up to help improve our chances.” 

“Why? To do what?” Rebecca Two asked. 

Rebecca One didn’t look at her sister, switching her gaze between Vane and Alex. “There might still be 
time to do something Topsoil. I don’t know if it'll work, but we can attempt to induce some of the younger 
sisters. Then we might have enough of you to get the Phase under way again. 

“But the main thing... ,” she said, letting go of Alex but still leaving her hand on Vane, “. . . is that you 
and I are going somewhere where these vile Topsoilers can’t touch us. Somewhere where we’ll have all 


the time in the world. Somewhere where the conditions for the Phase should be perfect . . . just perfect.” 





DRAKE HAD CONNECTED the hard drive from the factory security system to a laptop. He then typed 
wildly on this for several minutes before sitting back and stretching his arms. “I could do with some extra 
pairs of eyes over here,” he said. 

Will, Elliott, Parry, and Sweeney gathered around him. “I’ve broken the encryption — it was nothing 
special. This drive contains the last twelve or so hours of footage from the onsite security system.” He 
leaned forward and typed in several more commands. “And I’m now going to run the output in a mosaic 
on the main display, so each of you pick yourselves a couple of cameras to watch. It’ ll be playing back far 
faster than normal viewing rate, so the moment any of you spot anything interesting, just holler.” 

Will and the others lined up in front of the screen and waited with bated breath. “Lights! Action!” 
Drake said, pressing a key. A grid of ten different monochrome images came on-screen and began to play 
jerkily. 

Will was scrutinizing his two scenes, both of which he thought he recognized. The uppermost seemed 
to be of the factory reception area, and the second showed a stretch of the corridor leading from it. The 
reception camera was angled so that he had a view through the glass doors of the entrance, where it was 
evidently still nighttime. 

The others had divided the rest of the scenes between them, but Parry didn’t seem at all happy with his 
choice. As he watched what the two cameras inside the main warehouse had captured, he edged a little 
closer to the screen to scrutinize one of the bodies in the beds, which seemed to be stirring. Sergeant 
Finch had wheeled himself beside Parry and was also watching intently with him, absentmindedly 
stroking a cat purring on his lap. 

But as both Parry and Sergeant Finch continued to peer at the body, it began to writhe violently. From 
the neck to the groin, it burst open, and Styx Warrior larvae wriggled out. If it could have been made any 
worse than it was, the fact that it was being shown at an accelerated speed didn’t help. 

Parry recoiled as Sergeant Finch shouted, “God’s holy trousers!” so loudly that the cat on his lap took 
fright and bolted. “It’s like a flippin’ sausage splittin’ down the middle when you overcook it,” he added. 

“Its an abomination,” Parry croaked. “What I saw in the factory was bad enough, but that defies 


description.” 


“Focus, Dad, focus,” Drake urged him. “We need confirmation that we finished the job.” 

This sent Parry into a mumbled tirade, of which the others could only catch “teaching your grandmother 
to suck eggs, are you?” before he straightened his shoulders and began to concentrate properly again. In 
the semidarkness, flickering images of the Styx women would suddenly come into view, scuttling around 
like insects as they either went about impregnating more humans or fed on fresh meat. 

“Got a Limiter in mine, but he’s not in uniform,” Elliott announced as her camera revealed one of the 
Styx soldiers guarding the main gate. “Two Limiters,” she corrected herself when a second soldier came 
into view. As she saw increasing numbers of them, Eddie came over to watch with her, but made no 


comment. 
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Chester was in the small canteen just off the Hub where he was making tea for everyone while his mother 
prepared some sandwiches. 

“Gone very quiet out there,” he observed, half glancing through the open door. Then he went back to 
topping up the last of the mugs with water from the kettle. 

“Pm just so glad you made it back safely,” Mrs. Rawls replied. 


“Pve got a car entering by the front. Time is nine fifteen,” Elliott reported as an expensive-looking 
vehicle appeared at the main gates and was allowed through. 
Drake nodded. “The registration number might be useful, but I won’t stop the playb —” 


“More cars,” Elliott interrupted him. 
= E E 


Chester scooped out the tea bags from each of the mugs with a spoon, then added the milk. 

“PII take these through and hand them out. How are you getting on over there?” 

Mrs. Rawls didn’t answer, her back to Chester as she continued to make the sandwiches. 

Chester stepped nearer to her. “Are you still only on the butter?” he asked with surprise. He couldn’t 
understand why it was taking her so long. 

“Tm just so glad you made it back safely,” she said again. 

Chester shook his head. “Mum, are you OK?” 

She didn’t answer, meticulously spreading butter on a piece of bread, which was already thickly 
buttered. 


“[ve got both Rebeccas in the corridor,” Will announced with a shudder. “I think one’s talking on a cell 
phone.” Then the Rebecca twins disappeared from the scene. 

“PII slow the playback a bit,” Drake said, typing on the laptop. 

“Too late, they’ve already gone out of view — but I’m pretty certain that one was speaking on her 
cell,” Will said. 

“Pve picked them up in the main warehouse. Keep the playback at that speed,” Parry said. “This is 
interesting. They’re moving rapidly . . . but what are they up to? See that — they’re hauling a couple of the 
Styx women out with them!” He struck the floor with his walking stick. “They’ve taken them out of the 
warehouse!” 

“Now I’ve got a Rebecca with a Styx woman heading toward the front entrance,” Will said. 

Elliott took over. “And I’ve got one of the Rebeccas around the back. She’s got a Styx woman with her, 
too.” 

Drake squinted up at the big screen. “Styx women? You’re sure about this?” 

Elliott’s voice was uncharacteristically flat as she replied, “Yes. I had a clear view of her insect 
limbs.” 

Will spotted more activity in one of his scenes. “Me, too.” 

Drake shook his head. “This isn’t good. Keep your eyes peeled — we need to know what else went on 


before we pitched up.” 
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“Mum? Tell me what’s the matter. Are you upset because Dad was injured?” 

Chester laid a hand on his mother’s shoulder, but she shuffled sideways along the work surface, to the 
next piece of buttered bread. She began to spread even more butter on it. “Isn’t that overdoing it a bit?” 
Chester said gently. 

She remained silent. 

“Because if you’re cross he got hurt, it wasn’t Drake’s fault — he did his best to keep us out of any 
danger.” 

Chester craned his neck, trying to see her face. She certainly didn’t appear to be anxious. 

“Why don’t you go and join Dad? Mrs. Burrows is putting a new bandage on him, and I’m sure he’d 
really like it if you were there,” he said softly to her. 

“'.. made it back... made it back. . . made it back,” Mrs. Rawls mumbled, like a stuck record. 

“What?” Chester couldn’t understand it. 

He thought for a second. “They’ve forecast showers of chocolate frogs for tomorrow,” he declared 
confidently. “We should catch ourselves a few and eat them. What do you think of that? Chocolate frogs?” 

Mrs. Rawls sounded normal enough as she replied — only Chester had heard the same phrase too 


many times before. “I’m just so glad you made it back safely,” she said. 


Several of the monochrome views faded to black while others were filled with a seascape of wavy 
interference. “That’s where we came in,” Drake said. “The camera sensors are maxing out with the light 
from the explosions.” 

Parry turned to him. “So we’re pretty sure the twins bugged out.” He shook his head as if appalled with 
himself. “No pun intended. And they extracted two of the Styx women.” He looked at Drake. “Their 
timing was very convenient. Are you thinking what I’ m thinking?” 

Drake raised his eyebrows. 

Parry went on. “The call on the cell could have been to warn them that we were about to enter stage 
left.” 

“So there’s a mole in the Old Guard?” Will thought aloud. “Or one of Eddie’s Limiters is a traitor?” 

“That’s not possible,” Eddie said. 

As everyone had been talking, Chester had emerged from the kitchen and was standing beside Drake. “I 
need to speak to you,” he said, with a concerned expression. 

“Hold on a minute, Chester,” Drake replied, rewinding to the moment when Will had seen the Rebecca 
twin enter the corridor, then freezing it. “You’re right — she’s definitely on a call. If the system clock on 
the security camera has been set at the right time, we’ll be able to tell roughly when the call took place. 
Danforth can try to trace the incoming number through the nearest transmitter.” 

“Drake,” Chester said, his voice shaky with desperation. 

“Where is the Prof, anyway?” Drake asked as he resumed his typing on the computer. 

Chester slapped the screen of the laptop shut, almost catching Drake’s fingers. “Why won’t you listen? 
Something’s not right with my mum.” 

“What do you mean?” Drake said, only now realizing how upset the boy was. 

“She’s acting weird and just saying the same thing over and over again when I speak to. . .” Chester 
was gabbling, then trailed off as Drake and Elliott exchanged urgent glances. They both seized their 
weapons and began to move rapidly. 

In an effort to catch a glimpse of Mrs. Rawls in the canteen, Will had edged toward the center of the 
Hub. But instead, he’d spotted something else rather incongruous. 

“There’s Danforth,” he said, pointing into the entrance tunnel. All the section doors were open, and the 
small man was standing a distance down it. 

At that moment, the Hub completely powered down, and they were all plunged into total darkness. 

“Ts it the Styx?” Mrs. Burrows said, sensing something was wrong. Will hadn’t seen her enter the Hub, 
and of course the darkness made no difference to her. 

“No, we don’t know that. All of you stay where you are,” Parry ordered, trying to keep everyone calm. 

“Where’s Emily off to?” Mrs. Burrows asked. 


The emergency lighting blinked on. And, sure enough, in the pale yellow glow suffusing the 
passageway, Mrs. Rawls was striding purposefully toward the Professor. 

“Mum!” Chester shouted after her. 

She hadn’t reached Danforth when she came to an abrupt halt and wheeled around. 

“What’s she wearing?” Chester asked in a choked voice as he saw his mother was dressed in some 
sort of bulky vest. 

Elliott had her rifle trained down the passageway. “I might be able to wing him,” she whispered loudly 
enough for Drake to hear. 

Drake gave the slightest shake of his head, then called out to Danforth. “What is this? What’s going 
on?” he asked. 

“Plan B,” the Professor laughed. “I didn’t think you’d be on my tail so soon.” He was holding 
something in his hand. It wasn’t a weapon. 

“What do you mean, your tail?” Drake demanded as he started toward him. 

“Might I suggest that you keep well back?” the Professor threatened, brandishing the control in his 
hand. “I Darklit Mrs. Rawls when Sergeant Finch was having his nap. It may have been a little rushed and 
not as polished as Pd have ideally liked, but the task ve programmed into her is simple enough. She’s 
sporting enough explosive in her vest to bring the roof down if I tell her to detonate. And if anyone fires a 
shot at me, or even comes too close, she also knows what to do. It’s boom time.” 

“DANFORTH!” Parry bellowed. “What the hell do you think you’re playing at?” 

“Don’t raise your voice at me, Commander, old chap. I’ve overridden all the systems in the Complex, 
so please be civil to me. There isn’t anything you can do.” Danforth touched the control in his hand, and 
the section door between him and Mrs. Rawls began to close across the passageway. Mrs. Rawls didn’t 
move, standing as still as a statue. Danforth touched the device again, and the door immediately reversed 
direction, rolling back into the wall. Sergeant Finch was trying the buttons on the handlebars of his 
mobility scooter, but they no longer had any effect. 

“Explain yourself, Danforth!” Parry yelled, his voice like thunder. 

“You can’t win,” the Professor proclaimed. “The Styx are ushering in a new dawn. You know I 
finished translating the Book of Proliferation while you were down in London. It’s a blueprint for what 
comes next . . . after the human race. And what I found when I investigated Elliott — well — it opened my 
eyes. So it’s nothing personal, Parry . . . it’s evolution, and I want to be on the winning team.” 

“So you’re jumping ship and joining the other side? Is that it?” Parry shouted. “Sounds pretty personal 
to me, you damn fool!” 

“Why shouldn’t I?” Danforth replied. “I’ve had it with my own kind — they had the benefit of my life’s 
work, and all the thanks I got was an enforced retirement and house arrest in some Scottish backwater. It 
wasn’t right, but I don’t expect you to understand, Parry.” 

“No, I bloody don’t,” the old man roared. “We all did what our country asked of us, and none of us 


expected medals in return.” 

For the first time, Danforth lost his cool repose, his voice going up an octave as he rocked from foot to 
foot. “I didn’t expect flaming medals. I expected gratitude.” He took a breath, calming himself. “All I 
wanted was someone to say, ‘Good work, Professor Danforth — you made the world a better place with 
your ingenuity.’ But instead, I received a gag order in a buff envelope and a one-way ride in a police car 
to your moldy old estate, Parry.” 

“So, like some whining brat, you’ ve decided to betray us,” Parry said. 

“Tt was a simple matter to trace the Rebeccas’ cell phone number. It was too late to salvage their 
operation in the factory, but I made them an offer they couldn’t refuse. They didn’t. Once the new order is 
established, they want me to take over the development of their technology. It’s a job made in heaven!” 

“You’re deluding yourself,” Eddie said. “They don’t need you.” 

Danforth’s confidence wasn’t shaken by this. “Far from it. I’ve been guaranteed a place with the new 
kings of the castle.” 

Eddie’s voice was its normal monotone, but Will could have sworn a vindictive note crept into it as he 
responded. “When you show up, they’!] simply execute you. You’re a Topsoiler.” 

Danforth laughed drily. “On the contrary, I’m on the protected list, while the rest of you — including 
any turncoats like you, Eddie, old fellow — are most definitely the endangered species, along with the 
poor old pandas.” 

“So you’ve told the Styx where to find us? Are they on the way here?” Drake demanded. 

Danforth shook his head. “No. Call me sentimental, but I didn’t want your blood on my hands. They 
didn’t ask where you were — probably because the game’s moved on, and all of you will be dead within 
a matter of months, anyway.” He smiled to himself. “Don’t think that your antics at the factory have made 
one iota of difference. You can’t stop the inevitable, and the Phase is meant to be. It’s progress.” 

He drew himself up to his full height, a conceited smile playing on his lips. “The Styx need me. My 
detailed examination of the Book of Proliferation showed them how they could have done things 
differently . . . done things better.” 

“What are you talking about?” Drake said. 

“Well, where else has conditions identical to the surface, with a supply of fresh human hosts and no 
interference from Neanderthal Topsoilers like you lot?” 

There was a moment of silence, then the Professor rapped his forehead with his index finger. “You 
never think anything through, do you? On my advice, the Rebeccas are relocating the Phase to where it 
should have been staged in the first place — down in Colonel Bismarck’s inner world. Did not one of you 
dimwits anticipate that? The conditions down there couldn’t be more ideal.” 

Danforth consulted his watch. “Anyway, it’s high time I went to meet my new chums.” Taking a step 
back, he waved the control in the air. “None of you is going to follow me because I’m going to lock this 


place down long enough to get clear. And my able assistant here, the delectable Emily Rawls, is my 


insurance that you won’t try to force your way out.” 

In the darkness at the very edge of the Hub, Will became aware of a dim, slowly moving presence. He 
was about to alert Drake when Mr. Rawls broke from the shadows, stepping into the soft yellow light of 
the passageway. He’d clearly come straight from having his dressing seen to: His shirt was still 
unbuttoned. 

“Emily! It’s me, my love. It’s Jeff.” Increasing his pace, Mr. Rawls extended his arms toward his wife. 

“No, Dad!” Chester shouted. 

“T m warning you! Call that moron off!” Danforth said, retreating farther down the passageway. 

But Mr. Rawls didn’t stop. “Emily — it’s me . . . Jeff. Don’t listen to that man,” he pleaded with his 
wife. 

“Jeff, get back! That’s an order!” Drake shouted. 

“This isn’t good,” Parry whispered. 

Will saw Danforth operate his control. He was shaking his head as the section door slid across the 
passageway in front of him. 

Mr. Rawls was still striding toward his wife, but he’d slowed to a crawl as he talked gently to her, his 
voice calm, soothing. 

As he reached her, Mrs. Rawls swung around to face him. 

Her expression was vacant. 

“Mum! Dad!” Chester cried in desperation and began to sprint toward them. 

“Take cover!” Parry yelled. He seized the handles of Sergeant Finch’s mobility scooter and rammed it 
toward the elevator area. 

There was a Searing flash of light and the bone-shaking roar of an explosion. 

Will was thrown into the air, slamming against one of the desks and losing consciousness. 

Then there was just darkness and dust in the Hub. 

And the rumble of tons of earth and rock on the move, as the mountain reclaimed the entrance tunnel as 
its own. 


The only way in or out of the Complex was sealed. 





WILL CAME TO ON THE floor. He was laid out on several blankets and covered in a fine dust, which 
he was forced to wipe from his eyes before he could open them properly, though this didn’t do much to 
help because there was scant light in the room. On a nearby table, someone had connected a bulb in a 
portable holder to what looked like a car battery, and it was flickering only very dimly. 

As Will sat up, his head throbbing viciously, he was seized by a coughing fit. Once it had passed, he 
became aware of low, somber voices. One of them was Elliott’s. 

“You should lie down for a while,” Colonel Bismarck advised, coming into Will’s field of vision. The 
New Germanian had a bag slung over his shoulder with a large red cross on it. 

“How did I get here?” Will asked, still in a state of confusion. 

“You’re in one the briefing rooms. You had a bad knock,” the Colonel said, indicating Will’s forehead. 
“T stopped the bleeding and bound it, but you need to rest.” 

Will felt the bandage as he tried to remember what had happened. “The explosion,” he mumbled, and it 
began to come back to him. 

Despite Colonel Bismarck’s protestations, Will had made up his mind that he was going to get to his 
feet. In the penumbra cast by the feeble light of the bulb, he saw Chester and Elliott sitting in chairs at the 
other end of the room. 

“Hey!” Will exclaimed, overjoyed that his friends were safe. 

Then a memory — the split second before the explosion — dropped into place like the last piece of a 
jigsaw puzzle. He remembered Chester’s parents in the entrance tunnel. They were together. Mr. Rawls 
was holding his wife, but the memory didn’t lead anywhere, dissolving into a spiral of fire and darkness 
and nothing. 

As if a powerful gust of wind had propelled him forward, Will sought the edge of the table for support. 
“Hey,” he repeated, only this time it was more like a gasp. 

“Hello, Will,” Chester replied, his voice expressionless. “How are you feeling?” 

“Head hurts . . . bit dizzy. And my ears are ringing,” Will answered. 

“Mine, too,” Chester said. “I’ve got a burn on my arm, but it’s not too bad. I was lucky.” 

Will moved down the side of the table, meeting Elliott’s eyes as she looked up. He could see that she’d 


been crying, her tears leaving tracks in the grime on her face. 

Chester was sitting ramrod straight and gripping the arms of the chair as if he were on a roller-coaster 
ride. 

Will cleared his throat. “Chester . .. I... I don’t know what to say. ’m...so...” He took another 
step, extending his hand toward his friend’s on the chair, although he didn’t touch him. 

Chester had been staring straight ahead at the flickering bulb, but now he focused on Will’s hand. His 
jaw began to quiver as if he was about to give in to his grief. But then he pulled his head up, his face 
blank as he stared at the light again. 

Will remained before him, his hand still outstretched, fingers slightly splayed. He knew only too well 
how he’d felt when his father had been gunned down in cold blood by the Rebecca twin, but in that split 
second the explosion in the entrance tunnel had claimed both Chester’s parents. 

Will wanted to say something to fill the silence. “Is everyone else OK?” he asked, regretting his choice 
of words immediately upon uttering them. Is everyone else OK? Why am I bothering my friend with this 
right now? 

“Yes, I think so,” Chester replied in monotone. He glanced fleetingly at Elliott, who nodded in 
confirmation, then moved his gaze back to the light. “Sergeant Finch lost some of his cats, though. That 
was sad.” 

If Will could have felt any worse, this response did it. His friend was expressing sympathy for the cats 
when he’d suffered the worst loss imaginable. Chester had always been close to his parents, particularly 
after the untimely death of his sister. And Mr. and Mrs. Rawls had doted on their sole surviving child, 
only to have him snatched away from them when Will had taken him down to the Colony. 

And through no fault of Chester’s, his parents had been sucked into the whole nightmare with the Styx, 
and now they’d paid the ultimate price for their unwitting involvement. Will felt such a crushing weight of 
responsibility that he wanted to throw himself at Chester’s feet. He wanted to beg his friend for 
forgiveness. 

But he didn’t. 

Instead, he reached again for Chester’s hand, this time actually making contact. Chester didn’t move as 
Will’s fingers brushed his fist, tightly clenched on the arm of the chair. 

It was an awkward act, and Will didn’t know where to go from there. He wasn’t Elliott — he couldn’t 
hug his friend. Mumbling, “I’m so sorry,” he took his hand away and stumbled from the room. He had to 
get out, had to escape. 

In the pitch black of the passage, he came to a stop. “Oh God . . . why did this have to happen?” he 
croaked, his throat constricting with regret and self-reproach. “Why did they have to die? Why them and 
not me?” 

He edged backward until he found the wall — the wall beyond which his poor friend was trying to 
deal with his loss. 


What twisted Will into knots was that, however much he wished for it, he couldn’t make things right 
again for Chester. He couldn’t bring his friend’s parents back. It felt precisely to Will as if he was in the 
throes of one of the fevered nightmares he’d suffered in early childhood, when he’d wake up with the 
unshakable feeling that he’d done something monumentally wrong. Although he’d never known what his 
crimes had been, the guilt was as powerful as any knife twisting in his guts. 

Will’s forehead still hurt badly, but he swiveled around and pressed it hard against the wall. Then he 
began to slam it repeatedly on the unyielding surface, grateful for the stinging relief of the pain. 

“No, no, no, no.” 

Will stopped when blood began to run into his eyes, making him blink. As he did so, he caught shouting 
from the Hub, then a crash. Drake was yelling something. The thought that someone might need help made 
Will pull himself together, and he began to feel his way along the passage and then into the Hub. 

Although a few clouds of smoke still hung in the air, emergency lights had been positioned around the 
area, so Will could immediately see the extent of the damage. A film of fine gray silt coated everything in 
sight, and many of the desks had been blasted over — those closest to the mouth of the entrance tunnel 
blackened by flames. 

Stepping over the debris strewn across the floor, Will made his way toward the tunnel. Some twenty 
feet along, it was completely cut off by massive slabs of rock that had fallen through the reinforced 
concrete roof. The jagged ends of air-conditioning ducts and wiring conduits hung loosely from the ceiling 
and walls like slashed arteries. And much of the surviving length of tunnel was mottled with carbon 
patches where fires had evidently been put out. 

“We’re lucky to have survived,” Parry said, as he appeared beside Will and surveyed the damage with 
him. 

“Chester’s parents ... is there any way they could have escaped?” Will asked, staring at the rocks. 

Parry shook his head. “Danforth probably made it out because he was on the right side of the blast 
door, but not them, I’m afraid.” 

Will was silent for a moment. “Can we dig our way through this?” he said eventually. 

“T reckon it would take a team with specialist excavating equipment two or three weeks to clear it.” 
Barely pausing for breath, Parry asked, “What sort of shape is Chester in?” 

“T honestly don’t know,” Will replied, turning to Parry. “I think he’s still in shock.” 

Parry scrutinized Will’s face. “You’re covered in blood. The Colonel told me he’d cleaned you up,” he 
said with surprise. 

“Tt’s nothing,” Will mumbled. He was hardly going to admit that he’d made the injury worse by 
slamming it against the passage wall. He turned to peer at Drake on the other side of the Hub, ankle-deep 
in electrical cables where Danforth had been working before. As Drake shouted something across to 
Sweeney at another panel, he sounded panicked. “We’re in trouble, aren’t we?” Will said to Parry. 

“Other than the fact that we should be out hunting those Styx twins and their women, yes, we’re in 


serious trouble down here,” he replied. “Danforth has done a hatchet job on all the Hub systems. 
Everything’s shut down.” Parry’s voice was so low and grim, Will had a job to hear him as he spoke. 

“Everything?” Will asked. 

Parry sighed. “All we’ve got are a couple of satphones with no means of getting a signal, some 
industrial batteries, and a single laptop that’s still functioning.” Parry took in a breath, then released it 
slowly. “Maybe I’m giving Danforth too much credit — and when I see him again, rest assured that I’m 
going to throttle the filthy traitor — but I don’t believe he wanted us dead. I don’t believe he ever 
imagined that it would come to Mrs. Rawls detonating the explosive vest.” 

“You don’t?” Will asked. 

“No, he only wanted to contain us long enough so he could get clear. But Danforth’s nothing if not 
thorough; he set charges to knock out every last one of the backup generators. They’re all down.” 

“So there’s no power at all?” Will said. “Why did he do that?” 

“In case we tried to reroute the supply to the blast doors down there, I suppose,” Parry said with a 
wave of his walking stick at what remained of the entrance tunnel. “We’ve checked and double-checked 
— all the generators are crippled and completely beyond repair. Which has the secondary effect that 
there’s no power for the air recirculation system. And, in any case, the fire ate up quite a chunk of the 
available oxygen. On a rough calculation of what’s left, Pd say we’ve got a fortnight at the outside. 
Maybe less, because there are so many of us.” 

“We’re going to run out of air,” Will whispered, trying to deal with this piece of news. 

As Parry began to walk slowly toward Drake, Will went with him. “What about the vents where the air 
comes in? Can’t we open them up manually?” Will suggested, adding a further thought as it occurred to 
him: “And couldn’t we climb out through them?” 

“That would be a great idea... ,” Parry began, poking at something on the floor with his walking stick, 
then stooping to pick it up. It was a mug, and as Parry swirled it around, Will could see that it still had 
some tea in the bottom. “. .. only there aren’t any. The Complex was built on the principle that it can be 
completely closed off from the outside environment. It’s hermetically sealed . . . not a molecule gets in or 
out.” 

“So where does the air come from, then?” Will asked. 

“When the DEFCON is raised, the entrance tunnel is locked down, and air is provided from the 
reservoirs — the pressurized tanks on each level.” 

Will looked hopeful. “Then we’re OK because —” 

“The tanks are empty,” Parry cut across him. 

“This doesn’t get any better, does it?” Will murmured as they came to Sergeant Finch on his mobility 
scooter. Finch’s head was bowed as he stroked a tiny cloth bundle in his lap. It was one of his dead cats, 
and a kitten from the looks of it. 


Stephanie was kneeling beside Sergeant Finch. She looked very un-Stephanie-like, her hair all over the 


place and her face smeared with dirt. She briefly met Will’s eyes, then went back to what she’d been 
doing. He watched as she covered up the corpse of another cat. There were at least six of the small furry 
bodies, each with tea towels laid over them. These pitiful little corpses were evocative of television 
news footage Will had seen following dreadful accidents or terrorist attacks. Blood had soaked into the 
white cotton of the tea towels, in spite of the fact that these were cats and not people, the sight was still 
sickening. 

Will kept his voice low as he and Parry continued toward Drake. “Does anyone come to check on 
Sergeant Finch? I remember you saying something about food resupplies?” he asked. 

Parry shook his head. “Yes, there’s a two-monthly rota when a member of the Old Guard makes a drop- 
off at a bothy just around the mountain from here.” 

Will frowned at the unfamiliar word. “Bothy?” 

Parry gave a small shrug. “It’s an abandoned stone hut. The Old Guard have no idea who the supplies 
are for, due to the security restrictions, so the food will just sit there until it rots. And because of budget 
cuts, the obscure engineering department within MI5 that services this Complex only dispatches a team 
here once a year. As the next visit isn’t scheduled for seven months, I’m sorry to say, Will, we’re on our 
own.” 

Will had another idea as he heard a cat howling and glanced over his shoulder at Stephanie. “What 
about Old Wilkie? Won’t he be beginning to wonder what’s happened to us?” 

“Maybe, but he doesn’t know our location. Again, due to the security restrictions, I blindfolded him 
when I dropped him some sixty miles away from here. And I also ordered him to maintain radio silence.” 

This led Will to another thought. “Jiggs! What about J —” 

“He’s in here with us,” Parry replied, moving away. Will was left squinting at the shadows in the Hub, 


asking himself where the elusive man was right now. 
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As the days passed, Chester seemed to spend every waking hour simply staring vacantly into space. And 
on the rare occasions he did fall asleep, he’d wake up screaming for his mother and father. Although Mrs. 
Burrows sometimes sat with him, Elliott had taken it upon herself to make sure he was never left by 
himself. To begin with, she’d tried to take Chester’s mind off his grief by talking to him, but after he 
continued to show no interest whatsoever, she just sat silently beside him. 

So Will found himself on his own. He floated around in the darkness of the Complex, feeling like a fifth 
wheel because there wasn’t anything in particular he could do to help anyone. 

And Chester wasn’t alone in staying awake; Drake and Parry hardly slept a wink as they struggled to 
come up with a way out of the Complex, or a means to summon assistance. Mrs. Burrows put out canned 
food in the kitchen for everyone to help themselves, and when Will ventured in there, he would often stop 


to listen to Drake and Parry’s lengthy discussions. They sometimes had Colonel Bismarck, Eddie, or 


Sergeant Finch in attendance, but father and son would be doing most of the talking. 

The first initiative Will overheard was Parry’s proposal to blow open the doors to one or more of the 
other levels, so additional air would be released. When he’d tried to explore them, Will found out for 
himself that the third, fourth, and fifth levels had each been sealed off by their own autolocking blast 
doors after the explosion in the Hub. When Will had asked Parry why this was, he’d said it was a measure 
to protect anyone in them if the integrity of the Complex was compromised. 

Drake had immediately come out against Parry’s idea, arguing that it wouldn’t provide them with an 
appreciable amount of extra air. And, after many calculations, it was decided that using explosives in the 
belly of the Complex would be too risky, and probably consume much of the extra air anyway as they 
went off. 

After more fruitless discussions, Drake and Eddie began to pursue a second initiative. With Sergeant 
Finch’s help, they had located the microfiche plans of the Complex. Will didn’t know what a microfiche 
was, so he watched with interest as Drake managed to get Danforth’s document scanner running on a 
string of industrial batteries. Once Drake had scanned the microfiches — as Will found out, these were 
postcard-sized transparencies with miniature photographs of various documents — he was able to 
increase the magnification sufficiently that they could be read on the laptop screen. 

Drake and Eddie took turns scouring this documentation — mostly architects’ drawings of the 
Complex’s structure, and wiring schematics down to the very last detail. Neither of them had said what 
they were looking for, but they still spent hours poring over them. 

Another initiative had been to use the radio antennae concealed in the electricity pylon on the mountain 
outside to send out a Mayday distress signal. However, after firing up one of the Hub radio transmitters, it 
became clear that Danforth had anticipated this. Despite trying everything he could think of, Drake didn’t 
get anywhere. Danforth had either used circuit breakers or planted more explosives to put the antennae out 
of action. 

It all looked pretty bleak, and the discussions between Drake and Parry became increasingly lackluster 
as the ideas ran out. 

But after hearing Parry refer to an arsenal on Level 6 — the lowest floor of the Complex — Will made 
up his mind to go down there and have a proper scout around. Besides, he was certain it was already 
becoming harder to breathe up in the Hub. This may have been all in his mind, but it was beginning to 
make him feel a little claustrophobic. 

He’d gone via his quarters to collect his luminescent orb and was en route for the stairs when he 
bumped into Stephanie. She was back to her old self; she’d washed her hair and smelled fresh. Will 
noticed that she was even wearing makeup. In all the grime and gloom of the Complex, she shone with a 
radiance that made Will’s heart skip a beat. 

“You look fantastic,” he found himself saying. 

“Thank you, Will,” she said with a small smile. “I think I’ve really done my bit for Sergeant Finch.” 


Will knew that she’d spent days keeping the old man company because he’d been so distraught following 
the death of his cats. “He’s a sweetie, but. . .” leaning conspiratorially toward Will, she continued, “.. . 
he’s a tad smelly. So I thought I totally deserved some time out. Some quality me time.” 

She asked Will where he was off to and insisted that she go, too. Will realized how grateful he was for 
the companionship. 

“Tt’s really spooky, isn’t it?” Stephanie said with a mock shivering sound as they reached the very 
bottom of the stairwell and could descend no farther. 

The start of Level 6 was in stark contrast to the layout of all the other floors because there was no main 
corridor — just an open space in which the floor, walls, and regularly spaced columns were all of bare 
concrete, stained in places by streaks of rust water. Will’s luminescent orb created shifting shadows as 
they passed between the columns. 

“Tt’s like a goth’s bedroom or something.” Stephanie giggled as she caught sight of a large grinning 
skull on a cobwebbed warning sign. 

“Yeah,” Will said indecisively, wondering why Stephanie felt compelled to fill any silences between 
them. “But do you think it’s easier to breathe down here?” he asked as he came to a stop. 

She noisily sucked in a mouthful of air. “Think it might be,” she replied. 

“Drake said carbon dioxide is lighter than oxygen. So maybe there is more oxygen down on this 
level?” Will thought aloud, trying to remember the outcome of the debate between Drake and Parry. 

Stephanie made a contemplative Mmmm noise as they came to some shadowy structures that reached 
almost to the ceiling. 

“These are the water tanks,” Will said, playing his luminescent orb on the storage vats on either side of 
the floor. “Pretty massive, aren’t they?” he said, going over to the nearest one and thumping its side with 
his open hand. It reverberated like a sepulchral bell. “Sounds full.” 

“So at least we won’t, like, die of thirst,” Stephanie said. 

As Will investigated the areas between the vats with his light, she was uncharacteristically silent for 
the moment. 

Then, as they moved deeper into the level, passing between the backup generators Danforth had put out 
of action, she slipped her hand into Will’s. He must have started slightly because she gave a small laugh. 

“Um,” he said awkwardly, careful not to direct the orb in her direction because he didn’t want her to 
see how uneasy he was. 

“Treally like you, Will,” she said softly. “You know that, don’t you?” 

Will was advancing down the walkway, but not at any great speed because Stephanie was still hanging 
on to him. He didn’t answer immediately, then replied, “I... I like you, too.” 

“You’re just, like, saying that to be nice to me. But that’s OK.” She began to take little trotting steps 
beside him, her high-heeled leather boots rat-a-tat-tatting on the concrete, as if she was about to speed 


up and wheel around in front of him. Sensing this, Will also sped up slightly. 


“Td really like to spend more time with you, Will,” Stephanie whispered. “It’s not like Elliott’s around 
much, is she? She doesn’t have to know anything.” 

When Will didn’t respond, Stephanie lowered her voice even further, almost sounding a little tearful. 
“And if it all goes badly wrong for us and we never escape from this place, does anything really matter 
anymore? Except for the time we have left?” 

They came to a series of closed doors, and Stephanie squeezed Will’s hand several times, clearly with 
no intention of letting go. Although he was pretending to be wrapped up in his exploration of the level, 
Will’s mind was racing. He couldn’t help but remember how pretty Stephanie had looked back in the 
stairwell. 

He cleared his throat. “This is the arsenal. It was locked last time I was here,” he said, as light from 
his orb fell on an open doorway. “Let’s take a look inside.” 

“Sure, let’s,” she said, brightening up. Her other hand was now on his forearm. 

Will was picturing her clear blue eyes and the way her mouth crinkled at the edges when she smiled. 
His pulse quickened. Maybe she was right — maybe it didn’t matter. Will knew how much Chester liked 
her, but his friend was hardly in any frame of mind to bother about that now, and probably wouldn’t be for 
a long time. And Elliott was clearly more interested in looking after Chester than being with him. If they 
were all going to run out of air in a week or so, then everything was different, and Stephanie was right: 
Nothing at all mattered anymore. 

Except for whatever time they had left . . . 

Before Will knew what he was doing, he’d increased his grip on Stephanie’s hand and was pulling her 
into the room with him. 

Once inside, they stopped. Will had dropped the luminescent orb to his side, and Stephanie was in 
front of him, not much more than a gray shadow. She slid her hand up his arm. 

“You know, you’re very special,” she said. 

“Don’t wha’ ever y’do light a mash in here,” a low, slurred voice advised. “Bad bad mishtake.” 

Stephanie squealed. 

Will spun in the direction of the voice, whipping up the orb to see who was there. The room was large, 
with row upon row of racking shelves, which housed all the weapons and explosives in the Complex. 

“Who’s that?” Will demanded, trying to sound as confident as he could. “Who is it?” 

“Jusht little ol’ me,” the voice rumbled, still slurring. “If you light a mash, we’ll all be blowed up. Cos 
of the munishuns.” 

Will stepped toward the source of the voice, Stephanie now clinging on to him, terrified. 

The light from the orb fell upon a man slumped lopsidedly on some sacks. 

“Sparks!” Will exclaimed. “What the heck are you doing here?” 

“Shame thing you four are,” he drawled. “I jush wanted to be on my loneshome-woneshome.” 


Will and Stephanie were looking down at him in astonishment. Sweeney’s shirt was unbuttoned to his 


stomach. What appeared to be two small metal terminals sprouting from his sternum were connected by 
wires to an industrial battery at his side, which he was hugging. Sweeney followed their gaze to it. 

“Yesh . . . don’t really have to charge myshelf up like thish,” he said, his eyes slow-blinking as he 
spoke. “Butsh I thought I could do with a top up of the old resherve cells. Jush in cayshe.” 

“Sparks, you sound really weird,” Will ventured. “You haven’t been drinking, have you?” 

“No, shir! Never touch the shtuff! It’sh the extra juice — hash thish effect, shometimes. Makesh me a 
touch woozy,” Sweeney replied. He attempted to sit up, but didn’t get very far. “Y’know .. . I earwigged 
everyshing you were shaying.” 

“Everything?” Will said, throwing a quick glance at Stephanie. 

With his free hand Sweeney tried to point at them, his arm swinging wildly. “Yesh . . . and lishen. . . if 
the worsht comes to the worsht . . . and we cash in our schips” — grimacing, he shook his head with 
comic gravity — “then we should all throw ourshelves in those water tanksh. Nearly drowned onesh in a 
shubmarine. Not shush a bad way to go. Better than shuffocation.” 

“But, Sparks, we’re going to get out of this place. It’s not over yet!” Will said, shocked to hear the old 
soldier talking that way. “Are you sure you’re OK?” 

“Shure I’m shure. Now take the weight off, shonny. Schtay with me a while. Tell all your friends to join 
ush, too.” 

“But there are only two of —” Stephanie began, falling silent as Will caught her eye. 

“Of course we’ll stay with you,” Will said. He pulled some of the empty sacks over so that he and 
Stephanie could sit on them. Although there was plenty of room on the sacks for the two of them, as 
Stephanie adjusted her position, her leg touched Will’s. And she left it there, while Will tried his best to 


have an exchange with Sweeney, who was making very little sense. 
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“Can I ask what name your booking’s under?” the spritely receptionist in a pink tracksuit inquired. 

She pulled a pencil from her tightly curled hair, allowing herself a curious glance at the confident 
young girl standing before the desk, a handsome if dopey-looking chauffeur at her side. 

Then, twirling the pencil between her thumb and forefinger as if it was a small baton, the woman used 
the mouse to scroll through a page on her computer screen. “I assume it’s for a relative? Your mother or 
father perhaps?” The receptionist had seen the top-of-the-range Mercedes draw up outside, followed by a 
coach, so it was clearly someone important. And since they didn’t take children, the reservation couldn’t 
be for the slip of a girl in front of her. “If you can ask them to come in, we’ll make sure their room’s 
ready.” 

“That’s neat,” Rebecca Two said, watching the trick with the pencil as it helicoptered around and 
around in the receptionist’s hand. 

“Oh, thank you. It’s something I picked up from an old boyfriend,” the receptionist said distantly. She 


was intrigued to find out who was about to grace their exorbitantly expensive establishment, but when she 
reached the end of the booking schedule on her computer and saw that there were only a few regulars yet 
to check in, she frowned. “We are terribly full at the moment. What was the name of the booking?” 

“Booking?” Rebecca Two repeated as the old Styx strolled into the reception area and then peered 
around at the photographs of various activities offered at the exclusive health farm in the depths of the 
Kentish countryside. The photographs were of people swimming in the Olympic-length pool, having 
massages and facials, and jogging in a group on the extensive grounds surrounding the converted stately 
home. 

“Yes, the booking. I assume it’ll be for you, sir?” the receptionist asked, directing the question to the 
old Styx. He’d wandered to the large windows at the rear of the reception area that looked out onto the 
swimming pool, and was watching the morning aqua-aerobics class, which was in full swing. 

“Sir? Hello?” the receptionist said, as the grizzled-looking man didn’t bother to reply. She bit her 
tongue. However exasperated she was becoming with the two odd-looking guests, she had to be careful 
because the chances were that the man was an important new client. 

She studied his profile as he turned to a bulletin board where all the day’s activities had been posted. 
With his hair raked back, the elderly man was dressed in a black ankle-length leather coat. That made the 
receptionist think he might be some famous film director — or, as she scrutinized him further, maybe a 
musician. She tried to recall the names of the members of the Rolling Stones — they all looked as thin and 
drawn as he did. Yes, maybe this man was one of them. But not the singer with the luscious mouth and the 
hips — she’d have known if it was him. 

The coach outside could be their tour bus, and maybe his reservation had been made under a 
pseudonym. That wasn’t uncommon, since celebrities came to the health farm to escape the limelight and 
get themselves performance-fit again. 

So the receptionist waited patiently, spinning her pencil and quietly humming Ti-i-i-ime is on my side 
to herself. The last thing she wanted to do was offend whatshisname if she could possibly help it. 

A gaggle of women chatting breathlessly to each other chose that moment to pass through the lobby on 
their way to a Pilates session. 

“How many people do you have staying here?” the old Styx demanded when they’d gone. 

The receptionist was quite unprepared for the severity of his cold, dead eyes on her. Little black holes 
that made her want to look away. Made her want to run away. “One hundred and twenty guests at full 
capacity, but we also have a substantial number of people with day passes coming in for classes and the 
gym.” 

The old Styx nodded. “And are all your guests chronically obese like those women we just saw?” 

Not unsurprisingly, the receptionist was rather taken aback by this question. “I don’t think that’s —” 

“There’s ample human flesh for our purposes,” the old Styx interrupted, speaking to Rebecca Two. 


“What?” the receptionist exclaimed, now looking at him with incomprehension. 


The old Styx had plucked a walkie-talkie from his coat and was speaking on it in the strangest language 
the receptionist had ever heard. 

“Sorry. It’s just not your day,” Rebecca Two said without emotion. 

There was a crash as the main doors burst open. 

The receptionist’s pencil went spinning across the room as something slavering appeared behind 
Rebecca Two and Captain Franz. 

With a rasping roar, Alex cannoned into the desk, bowling it over. The receptionist was thrown onto 
her back. As she lay stunned on the floor, Alex leaped on top of her. 

Giving a wail of relief as she gripped the sides of the young woman’s face, Alex sunk her ovipositor 
inside the girl, deep into her trachea, where the egg pod squeezed out. 

Alex’s head was up ina second, gluey saliva spilling from around the ovipositor. “Need another. . . 
quick,” she rasped. “So many babies in me.” 

Glancing fearfully at Alex, the old Styx had retreated well out of the way. He was at the main doors, 
where a squad of Limiters had turned up to collect their orders. 

“I reckon we should try through here first,” Rebecca Two said to Alex, making for the door the Pilates 
women had taken. 


“We might be onto something,” Drake declared, as they all gathered around the laptop. With the exception 
of Chester, who couldn’t be persuaded to leave the briefing room, and Elliott, who didn’t think he should 
be left alone, everyone was present. 

It had been nearly a fortnight, and there was no doubt about it any longer — the air was more rarefied 
and it was becoming harder to breathe. 

Will peered around at everybody. As their eyes reflected the glow of the computer screen, the sense of 
anticipation radiating from them was tangible. At least here was some hope. Not one of the other ideas 
had come to anything, and Will had begun to think only a miracle could save them now. 

“Eddie and I have been going over the original construction plans for the Complex with a fine-toothed 
comb,” Drake said. He scrolled through a succession of pages on the screen. “Here are some cross- 
section schematics of the mountain to show how this installation sits inside it.” He settled on an 
illustration and tapped the screen with his finger. “You can see there’s a substantial margin of rock around 
the Complex, to protect it.” 

“That was the basic idea,” Parry mumbled. 

Eddie took over from Drake. “Nothing jumped out at us at first, but then we cross-referenced these 
construction plans with a geological survey undertaken in the fifties.” 

Drake opened another window on the screen, which showed more cross sections of the mountain, but 


without any sign of the Complex. “This report referred to several areas toward the mid-contours of the 


mountain where the erosion was particularly marked.” Drake indicated one of the drawings. “And we 
noticed that on the northern face of the mountain — just above the small ledge you can see there — the 
erosion was quite considerable. Add another sixty-odd years of water action and frost damage, and even 
more of the rock will have been worn away.” 

“The freeze-thaw cycle,” Will chimed in, then wished he hadn’t as Parry gave hima sharp look. 

“So how does all this help us, exactly?” the old man asked. 

“Time and water erosion wait for no man.” Drake smiled as he went back to the first window and 
dragged an image from it. “It helps us because if you overlay the geological report with the construction 
plans, the area of accelerated erosion is” — he pointed at the plan — “right next to the external wall at 
the end of Level 2.” 

“So it’s the most vulnerable point in the Complex,” Eddie said. “And if we were to plant every last 
piece of explosive against that wall, there’s a slim chance we could blow a way out for ourselves.” 

Parry whistled. “High-stakes stuff,” he said. As Parry leaned on a neighboring desk and began to tug 
his beard in thought, Will noticed that everyone’s eyes were on him. Stephanie even had her mouth open 
and was shaping words as if she was willing him to decide that the scheme was feasible. 

Parry was shaking his head when he eventually spoke again. “I see what you’re saying, but the volume 
of explosive material in the arsenal will be a limiting factor. And even if we plowed ahead with every 
last stick, if the plan fails, all the remaining oxygen in the Complex will have been used up. We’d have 
brought forward the last curtain call.” With a sniff, he crossed his arms. “Besides that, what’s left of the 
Complex might just come crashing down on our heads.” 

“Er ... Commander,” Sergeant Finch began. “Aren’t you forgetting someth —” 

“No, Finch, I’m not!” Parry snapped savagely at him. 

Drake was looking from his father to Sergeant Finch and then back again as he tried to work out what 
their exchange had been all about. “If there’s something you two aren’t telling us, I think we have a right to 
know.” 

Parry was on his feet in an instant. “No,” he barked. “There are some things that nobody has a right to 
know. And Finch here has spoken out of turn, when he doesn’t know the whole story.” 

Mrs. Burrows’s voice was quiet and controlled as she joined the conversation. “Parry, we’re the only 
people in the world who are aware that the Phase might still be under way. And we’re the only ones who 
can do anything to stop it. So what can be so important that you’re prepared to let us all die in this place?” 

Parry was looking at the ground and tensing a leg as if he was racked with indecision. He suddenly 
raised his head to his son. “Are you certain that we’ve got a chance with this cockamamie idea of yours? 
Are you absolutely certain?” 

“Within the tolerances of the drawings we’ve seen, and on the assumption that more erosion has taken 
place ... yes,” Drake replied. “The only real negative is that we could do with two or three times the 


amount of explosive to punch through the reinforced Complex wall and the mountainside.” 


“You boys do like to use brute force, don’t you?” Parry said, then thought for a moment. “OK, you’d all 
better follow me,” he decided, giving Sergeant Finch a nod. 

As Parry directed, they collected sledgehammers, coal chisels, and mallets on the way. The elevators 
were out of action, so the Colonel carried Sergeant Finch on his back, while Drake and Sweeney hauled 
his mobility scooter down the stairs. 

Once they were all on Level 6, Parry led them past the water tanks and to the arsenal at the very end of 
the floor. He strode through one of the aisles between the racking shelves until he reached a large metal 
cabinet against the wall. 

“Several of you get to work and move any explosives and incendiaries within a twenty-foot radius of 
here. Last thing we want is to ignite anything with a stray spark,” Parry said with a wave of his hand at the 
shelves. Then he supervised his son and Sweeney as they slid the metal cabinet out of the way. The wall 
behind appeared to be no different from anywhere else, but Parry took up a coal chisel and mallet and 
began to tap away at it. 

It quickly became apparent that it wasn’t just a solid slab of reinforced concrete. He’d located an area 
at the bottom of the wall that gave off a different sound when he chipped at it. And he was working his 
way vertically up the wall when he stopped to address Will. “You’re good at this sort of stuff, laddie. 
Help yourself to some tools and find the other side of the doorway,” he said, pointing four feet or so along 
the base of the wall. 

Will found that there was a wooden batten buried just below the surface of the concrete, and it didn’t 
take much effort to uncover it. As the two of them continued to work, a rectangle the size of a pair of 
double doors gradually revealed itself. Once they were finished, they both stood back. 

“Open Sesame,” Parry said. “That’s our way in.” 

Having checked that the surrounding shelves were clear, Parry turned to everyone. “Now we break 
down the concrete in the doorway.” 

“What’s in there?” Drake said. “An explosives cache?” 

Ignoring the question, Parry swung a sledgehammer at a bottom corner of the rectangle. 

Sergeant Finch wasn’t so reticent. “Yes, the secondary store is ’idden there,” he said. “A top secret 
store.” 

“And the rest,” Parry muttered under his breath as he kept swinging. Both Sweeney and the Colonel 
joined in. The concrete was gradually yielding, but not as quickly as Will had thought it would. 

“Can I have a go?” someone asked, striding into the arsenal. 

“Chester!” Will burst out, a big smile on his face. Elliott was following several paces behind, her 
expression one of concern. 

“About time I did something,” Chester said as the Colonel passed his sledgehammer over and the boy 
set to work. 


Sweeney was the first to break through, and stopped to take a look. 


“No, carry on,” Parry said. “Better that we clear it completely.” 

Some twenty minutes later the Colonel was attacking the last piece of concrete at the top of the 
opening. After it crashed to the floor, Parry used his flashlight to show the way. They all filed in behind 
him. 

“There’s more than enough here for what we need,” Drake said, taking in the sheer number of wooden 
crates as Parry flicked his flashlight beam over them. “But this is nothing fancy — just your plain vanilla 
postwar explosive stock. So what was with all that melodrama earlier?” 

“The best way to hide something is to hide it in something already hidden,” Parry announced as he spun 
around to face everybody. “You cannot under any circumstances breathe a word of what you are about to 
learn — not to anybody.” He drew himself up to his full height. “I am now going to ask you each to give 
your consent that, under the Defense of the Realm Act 1973, as revised 1975 and 1976, that you 
irrevocably and unreservedly yield to the powers contained within the act.” Parry then spoke their names 
in turn. 

“Drake?” 

“Whatever all that means, yes,” Drake said. 

“Finch?” 

“Yes, Commander.” 

“Colonel Bismarck — you are hereby granted full British nationality. I need your answer.” 

“Can Parry do that?” Will whispered to Chester as the Colonel indicated that he agreed. 

“And, likewise, Eddie the Styx, you are hereby granted full citizenship of this country. Do you agree?” 

“Yes, sir,” Eddie replied. 

“Mrs. Burrows?” 

“Yes, Parry,” she said gently. “Why ever not?” 

“Elliott — sorry, I forgot that you also need to be granted British nationality. Answer me, please.” 

“Yes,” she said. 

“Sweeney?” 

“Yes, boss.” 

Parry then addressed Will and Chester, who confirmed their agreement. 

“Stephanie?” Parry said. 

“Like, yes,” she replied. 

“Right,” Parry said. “You should be aware that if any one of you leaks information regarding this 
matter, under the Defense of the Realm Act, you will be liable to summary automatic execution without 
trial or any form of legal recourse whatsoever.” 

“Execution?” Mrs. Burrows said. 

“Pd have full authorization to kill you,” Parry answered matter-of-factly. And from the tone of his 


voice, everyone knew he meant it. “After the nuclear disarmament treaty of 1972, it was resolved by a 


secret subcommittee within the Ministry of Defense that we were leaving ourselves at a howling dis- 
advantage. So...” 

Parry directed his flashlight beam into the corner of the room. 

There were ten metal containers there, shining dully. 

“Huh?” Stephanie said, wholly unimpressed after all the buildup. 

“We stuck a few TNDs away in here,” Parry said, “for a rainy day.” 

“TNDs?” Will asked. 

“Thermonuclear devices,” Parry explained. 

“Nukes . . . he’s talking about nukes!” Drake said, staring at the containers. “And he’s got to be bloody 
joking!” 


Parry and Sergeant Finch, armed with his ever-present clipboard, went around both the arsenal and the 
secondary cache, marking chalk crosses on the crates that contained the most potent explosives. Bit by bit, 
these were then loaded onto a trolley, which was pushed to the stairwell. Will and Chester took over from 
there, finding they had the unenviable task of lugging each crate up the eight flights of stairs to Level 2, 
where another trolley was waiting for them. 

It was hard work: The wooden crates were heavy, and the boys were suffering from the lack of air. As 
they labored up the stairs with the umpteenth crate between them, Chester seemed to be oblivious to the 
rope handles cutting into his hands. They finally cleared the stairs with their crate and placed it carefully 
on the trolley with all the others. 

Leaning against the wall and breathing heavily, Will caught his friend’s eye. Chester gave him a broad 
grin as if he hadn’t a care in the world. 

“You OK?” Will asked him. 

“Just pleased to be doing something,” Chester replied. Regardless of the way he seemed to be coping, 
Will was concerned about him, but there wasn’t much he could do right now. 

Chester mopped his brow. “Where’s Drake got to? I say we take this load to him ourselves.” 

“Sure,” Will agreed. 

With Will pulling and Chester pushing, they wheeled the heavily laden trolley down the corridor. One 
of the wheels had begun to squeal plaintively. “Reminds me of when we were emptying the wheelbarrow 
on Highfield Common,” Chester remarked. 

As they came to the end of the corridor, they steered the trolley through a doorway and into the utility 
room Drake had identified. He’d said it was their best bet to punch a way through the mountainside. 

The room was already piled high with crates, and Drake was in the process of embedding pencil-sized 
detonators into each one, which were connected by a skein of cables. 


“Cool,” Drake said, glancing at the trolley. “P1 unload it myself if you want to get on.” 


“How many more do you need?” Chester asked, looking at the stacks of crates beside Drake. 

“Enough to fill this room, then the one next to it,” Drake answered. “I reckon that’s another twenty or 
so trips with the trolley.” 

“Twenty!” Chester exclaimed, laughing in an exaggerated way. “Cool — we’ll keep ’em coming,” he 
added as he left the room. They could still hear his laughter as he passed down the corridor, slapping the 
wall and saying “More, more, more!” 

“He’s not himself,” Drake pronounced in a low voice, frowning. 

“Are any of us?” Will shot back. 

“Well, keep a close eye on him, won’t you, Will?” Drake said. 


It took the best part of a day to prepare the two rooms. Finally, Drake walked the distance up the stairs 
and into the Hub, a drum rotating in his hands as he played out a cable behind him. 

Parry had been concerned that even if the explosion blew a way through, it might also bring down the 
ceiling of Level 2 in the process, sealing their way out and negating the whole exercise. There was no 
way of closing the blast doors to the level, but at Parry’s direction, everyone piled sandbags around the 
two rooms in a bid to contain some of the inward force of the blast. Parry still wasn’t satisfied that they 
were doing all they could on this front, so he oversaw the construction of another sandbag barrier halfway 
down the corridor. 

The time had come. Everyone was waiting outside the small canteen off the Hub, where Chester had 
first noticed his mother behaving strangely. Drake and Eddie had picked it because they believed it would 
be a good place for them all to shelter from the blast. 

“All systems go,” Parry said, and everyone trooped into the canteen, and the door was shut behind 
them. They watched as Drake untwisted the two glinting copper wires at the end of the cable, then 
connected them to the terminals on a detonator. 

No one spoke. As Mrs. Burrows stroked Colly, there was a chorus of anxious meows from the row of 
wicker baskets along the top of the work surface. Stephanie and Elliott had had a devil of a job rounding 
up Sergeant Finch’s cats from their various hiding places in the Complex, but it was the least they could 
do for the old man. 

Drake had told everyone to stow their Bergens in one corner, so they had their kits close by them. And 
in addition to the many fire extinguishers they’d brought into the room, Parry had ensured that there was 
enough food and water to last them a few days. 

Drake tugged the wires to make sure they were firmly attached to the terminals, then nodded to his 
father. 

Parry took a breath, and his voice was gentle for a change. “I don’t think there’s much to say except 


bloody good luck to every one of us. I sincerely hope God’s smiling on us today.” 


“Amen,” said Sweeney. 

Parry tapped his walking stick twice on the ground. “Now can we all assume safety positions, please?” 

Sergeant Finch was helped out of his mobility scooter and then everyone did as they’d been told, 
finding a place on the floor. They bowed their heads, their hands clasped behind the napes of their necks. 

Will was watching as Drake wound the handle on the detonator to build up an electrical charge. As it 
went faster and faster, the whirring of the dynamo filled the room. 

“That'll be enough,” he decided, hinging back the safety guard around the push handle. 

“OK?” he asked. 

“OK,” Parry replied. 

“See you on the other side,” Drake said. 


He rammed the handle home. 








THE ELEVATOR ROSE through the levels of the Chancellery, the massive, monolithic, arched 
government building at the very center of New Germania. As it came to a stop, the doors slid open and a 
pair of Styx Limiters stepped from it. Their boots beat in perfect unison as they marched over the highly 
polished marble floors. 


ESU 





The Chancellor’s assistant was at her station, a Baroque gilded table with a telephone and a vase of 
wilted flowers on it. She was brushing her hair as she observed the two soldiers approaching. There 
would have been a time when she’d have been paralyzed with fear at the sight of these ghoulish men with 
their skeleton-thin faces and jet-black eyes. Men that reeked of death and destruction. 

But now, as they paused in front of her table, she regarded them with a sleepy detachment. 

“Is he in?” one of them demanded in a growl. 

She nodded with that sheep-eyed look that spoke of intensive Darklighting — along with almost every 
other inhabitant of New Germania, she’d been subjected to exces-sive amounts of the treatment, and it had 
all but fried her brain. 


And her appearance had changed considerably since the day, several months before, when Rebecca 
Two and the Limiter General had made their first visit to the Chancellery. She still wore her efficient blue 
suit, but the dark roots of her platinum hair were showing, and her makeup was carelessly applied. 

She watched as one of the Limiters kicked open the large wooden doors to the Chancellor’s office and 
they both stormed in. 

Still brushing her hair, she listened to the commotion inside the room. Then the Limiters emerged, 
dragging the corpulent Chancellor, Herr Friedrich, between them. They must have caught him during one 
of his typically lavish lunches, since he still had a napkin tucked into his shirt. 


“T’m going out for a while, Frau Long,” he managed to say before he was carted off down the corridor. 
= E E 


With two outriders blazing the way, the official limousine roared down Berliner Strasse, one of the 
grandest and usually busiest roads in New Germania. But other than this single vehicle, with its old- 
fashioned swept-back airflow styling and gleaming silver paintwork, there was no traffic now. 

As the vehicle drew to a halt near the waiting delegation, the door opened. Placing a dainty combat 
boot on the chalk-colored road, Rebecca One emerged unhurriedly from the vehicle. And, just as 
unhurriedly, she made her way toward the delegation, inclining her head to listen to the forlorn drone of 
sirens resounding across the city. 

Then she turned to survey the opposite side of the broad avenue across the central reservation with its 
palm trees, where a multitude of people were standing in several queues. There were so many New 
Germanians there that the lines wound up and down the baking surface of the road. And not one of the 
people spoke or made a sound, simply shuffling forward as the queues moved at an interminably slow 
rate. 

Rebecca One blew through her lips. “Water . . . somebody bring me some water,” she said, flapping 
her long black coat open to circulate air to her body. 

A Limiter soldier in the delegation immediately removed a canteen from his belt and passed it to her. 
She took several long gulps before handing it back. “This climate — it’s too much,” she said, squinting at 
the ever-burning sun directly overhead in the sky. She lowered her eyes to the Limiter General, who was 
waiting for his orders. She frowned slightly as she studied the sand-colored fatigues he and the other 
Limiters were wearing. “I leave you in charge and this is what happens. I know the heat is the reason 
you’ve ditched your uniforms, but I’m not sure I approve of the replacement. It’s not really us, is it? A 
little too beach party for my taste.” 

There was no change in the Limiter General’s deadpan expression, but he was clearly troubled by her 
criticism as he looked down at the loose-fitting combat jacket and trousers. “They’re New Germanian 
Special Forces issue,” he explained. 


“Don’t worry about it now,” she said. “But if you’re the Master Race, you’ve got to look the part. Isn’t 


that right, Chancellor? Isn’t that what your wonderful Third Reich believed w .. .” She fell silent as she 
sought out Herr Friedrich, who was standing in the midst of the delegation. He was miles away, his head 
craned back as he watched a lone pterodactyl riding a thermal high in the sky. “Hey, porky boy — I’m 
talking to you!” she barked. 

The Chancellor, the former supreme leader of the nation of New Germania, hiccupped with surprise. 
He, too, had had his fair share of the Dark Light, with the expected ill effects. 

“Hello?” he said, frowning at Rebecca One. 

“Oh, forget it,” she snapped. She swung to the Limiter General. “Give me an update. How’s Vane 
getting on?” 

The Limiter General shook his head. “She’s exceeding all expectations.” He pointed at one of the 
institutional buildings that lined the road, a substantial ten-story edifice of light granite. “As you know, we 
filled the Institute of Geology with human stock.” He panned his finger along the other, similarly imposing 
buildings in the row, coming closer to where he and Rebecca One were standing. “Then we did the same 
with the medical facility, and the universities of antiquities and prehistory. She’s worked her way through 
the human hosts in all of them. That’s three hundred and fifty bodies for impreg-nation and nearly double 
that number for sustenance —” 

“Wait!” Rebecca One broke in. “You’re telling me that she’s impregnated that many already? She’s just 
one woman. How can that be?” 

“Might I suggest you come and see for yourself?” the Limiter General replied. He and the rest of the 
delegation fell in behind Rebecca One as she stepped over the central reservation and cut straight through 
the queues. The people dumbly moved out of her way. One of them, an elderly man, his face bright red 
from exposure to the unforgiving sun, abruptly collapsed. Rebecca One hardly bothered to look at him as 
he lay where he fell. 

“Yes, through there,” the Limiter General said as she reached the nearest building. 

It was a huge botanical greenhouse, its facade nearly a thousand feet in length. “Kew Gardens,” 
Rebecca One said under her breath as she noted the similarity to the Royal Botanic Gardens she’d driven 
past with Vane no more than a fortnight before. 

The Limiter General held the door of the greenhouse open for her, indicating the stairs just inside. She 
mounted the cast-iron steps, then she passed through another door and out onto a walkway spanning the 
entire width of the building. From the abundance of different trees, shrubs, and flowers that Rebecca One 
could see below, New Germanian botanists had obviously been collecting specimens from the jungle and 
propagating them here. 

The Limiter General and the Styx soldiers, two of whom had the Chancellor hoisted between them, 
held back as she moved to the middle of the walkway. There she peered down one side and then the other. 
Through the foliage, she could see the numerous human bodies lying in the soil, already monstrously 


bloated by the Warrior larvae growing inside them. 


“Outstanding,” Rebecca One said. “But how’s she managing to impregnate so . . .” She trailed off as 
she noticed that one of the bodies had already ruptured and young larvae were crawling in the rich peat of 
a planting bed. “I don’t believe it! It took almost a week for them to hatch Topsoil. But this has taken. . . 
what?” 

“Twenty-four hours,” the Limiter General answered. 

Rebecca One was silent for a moment. “But how can the life cycle have accelerated to that extent?” 

“We can only think that Danforth’s pronouncement about the conditions down here was right. Perhaps 
the environment — the proximity to the sun and the high UV levels — acts to stimulate the process,” the 
Limiter General said. 

“Even so . . . how can one woman be physically able to do this?” Rebecca One asked. “It’s off the 
scale.” 

The Chancellor was also peering over the side of the walkway. Some part of his mind that had 
survived the Darklighting was registering the carnage below — that his people were dying in the most 
horrible way. He began to sob. 

“Oh, do stop that!” Rebecca One reprimanded him. She returned her attention to the scene below. 
“Where is she?” she asked herself. Then she shouted, “Vane! Are you there?” 

At this the Limiter General and his men drew back. The last thing they wanted was to attract the 
attention of the Styx woman. They’d already witnessed the unfortunate deaths of their comrades as she’d 
been conveyed from one building to another. 

There was a rustling, and a head popped up between two date palms. Vane’s blond hair was matted 
with gore, sweat, and the fluid slopping from her mouth. No change there. But the aspect that made 
Rebecca One’s eyes widen was that instead of the single ovipositor, Vane now had an additional two of 
them swinging from her mouth. And her abdomen was hugely extended as her reproductive system 
continued to operate in overdrive to churn out new egg pods. 

Vane gave Rebecca One an enthusiastic thumbs-up, then rubbed her belly proudly. 

“Go for it, sister! You’re breaking all the records!” Rebecca One congratulated her. 

The Chancellor was still sobbing, even louder than ever. 

“Oh, Christ, you big baby,” Rebecca One groaned. “Just chuck him over, will you?” she ordered the 
Limiters. “Juicy fat treat on the way!” she called down to Vane. 

Vane again gave the thumbs-up, then there was a thrashing of the undergrowth as she began to move at 
speed. 

The Limiters hiked the man over the balustrade of the walkway, his arms and legs flailing for the short 
distance down. His fall was cushioned by the soil in the planting bed, so he wasn’t badly injured when he 
hit the ground; he sat up and looked around himself dazedly. 

“Check him out!” Rebecca One shouted to Vane. “Enjoy!” 


The explosion was so loud that several of them cried out. And the tremor so powerful that their teeth 
rattled and their vision blurred. 

Then the concussive wave swept into the Hub. Will’s ears popped. There was a sudden crash as if 
something large had struck the door from outside. 

Saucepans clattered down from the shelves above. As a crack opened up across the ceiling, sprinkling 
dust on their heads, the caterwauling from the wicker baskets reached fever pitch. 

Stephanie began to cry softly to herself while Sergeant Finch recited the Lord’s Prayer in broken 
sentences. Will couldn’t help but notice that Chester, his head still down, was trembling violently — the 
explosion was obviously bringing back unwanted memories of his parents’ death. Elliott had noticed, too, 
and was holding Chester tight. 

As the blast subsided, there was a low groaning sound. 

“T hope that’s not the roof of Level 2,” Parry whispered. 

Then, except for the confused calls of Sergeant Finch’s cats, all was quiet. 

Drake stood up, brushing the dust from his head. “Bring lights and fire extinguishers,” he said. 

The Colonel picked up Sergeant Finch, and Drake pushed the door open. The Hub didn’t look any 
different, but as they went down the stairs and out into Level 2, there wasn’t much left standing — nearly 
all the interior walls close to the stairs had been blown away. 

Drake and Parry were checking the roof immediately above them as they advanced farther into the 
level, but the dense dust and smoke prevented them from seeing very far ahead. They all covered their 
noses and mouths with scarves and pressed forward, negotiating the rubble strewn over the ground. Eddie 
and Sweeney were blasting away with the extinguishers at small fires in their path. 

As they made their way around a bath thrown on its side, the smoke cleared a little and Will caught 
sight of a chair. It was still the right way up, but every part of it was ablaze. 

Holding up his fist, Drake came to a stop. He unwound his scarf. “Feel that?” he shouted. 

And they all did. 

The air on their sweat-drenched skin felt cold. A breeze was coming from somewhere. 

Filled with hope, they ventured farther into the floor, where the corridor had previously been. In one 
place their way was blocked by debris, but Drake and Sweeney heaved aside a partition wall, enabling 
them to proceed farther. 

The fires were more numerous as they came closer to the end of the floor. They were using the 
extinguishers and kicking pieces of burning timber out of the way, when Drake yelled a warning and they 
all hastily retreated. 

There was a crash as a whole section of the ceiling not ten feet in front of them simply dropped to the 


floor. 


They waited, but as the rest of the ceiling seemed to be holding in place, Drake waved them on again. 

They came to where the rooms packed with explosive had been. As they stepped around a large hole in 
the concrete floor, through which the level below was visible, they were all far too preoccupied to notice 
what lay ahead. 

But Drake had sped up. As he led the group, he’d been the first to spot the jagged breach in the 
Complex’s outer wall. 

Then they all saw it, and clambered through behind him. 

There were shouts of joy when, within a short distance, their feet ground not on shattered concrete but 
on the rocky ledge they’d seen in the cross-section plans on Drake’s laptop. They were high up on the side 
of the mountain, experiencing something that they hadn’t known for weeks. 

There was a huge open space above them. 

The night sky. 

“Stars!” Will yelled. “We bloody did it!” 

The Colonel was jumping up and down with Sergeant Finch still on his back, and they were both 
cheering. 

“Oh, yes! Fresh air!” Stephanie cried. “And snow!” she added as she held out her hand to catch the 
flakes. 

Everyone was hugging everyone else. Will grabbed his mother and squeezed her hard. It had been a 
long time since he’d done that and it felt a little strange. But he was quite unprepared for what happened 
next as Stephanie suddenly appeared before him and gave him a kiss on the lips. 

“Oi!” Will laughed. 

As Colly scampered madly around, Will saw that Drake and Parry were already at the end of the ledge, 
where they were pointing at the tiny points of light from a distant village. 

Chester hadn’t moved very far from the jagged opening in the mountain. He tried to say something to 
Will, but a sudden gust of wind snatched his breath away. 

“What was that?” Will shouted, but Chester averted his face as a flurry of snow fell in his eyes. He 
began to shake uncontrollably, although it wasn’t from the cold. Now that they’d escaped from their 
airless tomb in the mountain and were out of immediate danger, the stark reality of his parents’ death was 
finally coming home to him. 

He was gibbering to himself as his legs buckled. Elliott had already begun to move toward him and 
was able to catch him before he hit the ground. Mrs. Burrows was also at the boy’s side, helping to 
support him. 

Parry had been watching as Chester collapsed. “That snake Danforth is going to pay very dearly for his 
actions,” he promised ina growl. 

“First things first. We need some transport,” Drake said. “If it’s true that we haven’t yet neutralized the 


Phase, we’ ve lost valuable time. The key thing now is that we cover all the bases.” 


Parry was looking at his son, waiting for him to continue. 

“We’ll split into two groups, one to conduct a search up here on the surface,” Drake suggested. 

“PII coordinate that,” Parry said. “P1 call on the Old Guard again.” 

“And Pll lead the second group to the inner world. We can’t take the risk that Danforth was spinning us 
a line about the Phase resuming there.” Drake abruptly wheeled to his father as he thought of something. 
“Those TNDs,” he said. “How many did you say there were?” 

“I didn’t,” Parry replied. “There are twenty in total, starting with a couple at one kiloton up to the 
largest, which used to be known in intelligence circles as the Party Stopper — a single fifty-megaton 
device.” 

“That’s way too much — a pair of the one-kilotons will be sufficient for what I have in mind. But I 
need a fast way to get them down to the Colony. From there I can take them on to your world, Colonel.” 

Colonel Bismarck had come over to listen, and his distress was evident as he nearly let Sergeant Finch 
slide from his back. “You intend to destroy it?” he asked. 

“Nothing that extreme,” Drake told him. “I just want to seal the two ways in that we know about.” 

“Gott sei Dank!” the Colonel exclaimed, looking at the ground. 

“Unless I’m left with no alternative,” Drake said, which made the Colonel’s head jerk up. “But time’s 
short and I need a really quick route down,” Drake continued, directing the request at Eddie. 

The former Limiter shrugged. “There are any number of ways down to the Colony. You can take your 
pick.” 

“We’ve got all the muscle we need,” Drake said, glancing briefly at Sweeney before he addressed 
Eddie again. “But I really don’t fancy lugging a pair of even the mini nukes down your usual convoluted 
routes. And, of course, the Norfolk river route is out of the question — there are just too many of us with 
too much equipment to risk shooting the rapids. No, something with an elevator would be perfect,” he 
joked. 

Will’s ears perked up. “I think I might be able to help there,” he said. 





PART 4 


NUCLEAR 








“HELLO," THE YOUNG woman said, as she answered the door. 

“Mornin’,” Drake replied. He took a laminated card from the chest pocket of his blue overalls and 
passed it to her. “I’m afraid there’s a major gas leak in your house. We’ re the instant response team sent to 
locate it.” 

“A gas leak . . . I haven’t reported one,” she said, shaking her head. She pushed the laminated card 
back at Drake. “There’s no leak here, I can assure you. I’m surprised you people are still working — 
everybody seems to be on strike these days.” Her brow suddenly creased with annoyance. “Look, this 
isn’t a convenient time for me right now — I have to leave shortly to collect my son from my mother’s. 
Can’t you come back anoth —” 

“Madam, I don’t want to appear impolite, but our grid sensors flagged this problem overnight. And 
they’re rarely wrong about these things.” Drake planted his toolbox on the ground by his feet as if he 
hadn’t the slightest intention of leaving. “If you don’t allow us in to make our report, then we’ll have to 
close down the supply to this whole street and several others on the same grid. Then Pll be back in an 
hour with a court order forcing you to allow us access.” He hugged himself, shivering a little. “You won’t 
be popular with the neighbors if there’s no gas for their central heating, particularly with this cold 
weather.” 

The woman immediately took a step back as if she’d decided to let Drake in, then looked curiously at 
Mrs. Burrows beside him, who was sniffing the air. “Do you both need to come in? Only I’m not 
comfortable w —” 

“We do, I’m afraid,” Drake replied. “I have my electronic sniffer in here,” he said, nudging the 
toolbox, “but there’s nothing like the human touch. My assistant, Celia here, is what we in the gas trade 
call a Nose. She’s a trained detector.” 

“Really?” The young woman inclined her head as if she was about to question this, then seemed to 
accept it and pulled the door fully open. 

“OK, Celia, tell me what we’re looking at here,” Drake said as they entered the hallway. 

Celia stuck her nose in the air. “The kitchen’s there,” she said, turning toward the closed door on her 


left. “But it’s clean.” 


“Clean?” the young woman said, sounding slightly offended. 

“What Celia means is that the boiler’s functioning properly and the problem’s not in there,” Drake 
explained. 

“The sitting room is to the right,” Celia continued. “There’s a gas fire in the hearth, but it hasn’t been 
used for at least a year. It’s one of the older models with a ceramic grille, and faux wood panels at either 
end.” 

“That’s right!” the young woman burst out. “My husband says it’s too expensive to use it, and we’ve 
got to get a replacement. But how do you know what it looks like?” 

“She’s one of the best Noses in the country,” Drake said. “You see — she’s only just getting into her 
stride.” 

Celia flicked her shifting eyes to the top of the staircase. “Airing cupboard at the back of the landing, 
with a lagged cylinder,” she went on. “Three bedrooms — the main with two radiators, and two smaller 
bedrooms each with a single radiator.” 

“Right again,” the young woman gasped. 

“And... ,” Celia began, then stopped. Drake moved aside as she went to a narrow set of drawers up 
against the wall, on top of which were several pairs of gloves and a child’s hat. Celia got down on one 
knee and felt underneath. She pulled something out, barely glancing at it as she passed it to the young 
woman, who took it gingerly. “. . . the remains of a rusk,” Mrs. Burrows finished. “Nothing to worry about 
— the bread dried out a long time ago, when your son threw it there, but it smells of mouse. One came in 
from the garden and had a nibble, and you don’t want to encourage that.” 

“No, I don’t,” the woman said emphatically, as she held the rock-hard piece of rusk between her thumb 
and forefinger to examine it. “Yes, you’re absolutely right. There are small nibbles here at the end.” She 
looked at Mrs. Burrows with renewed fascination. “You’re like a circus act or something!” The young 
woman straightaway realized that this might have been rather insulting to Mrs. Burrows, and began to 
apologize. 

Drake held up his hand. “Don’t worry — we get it all the time. A lot of people react the same way you 
have,” he assured her. 

Mrs. Burrows’s brows formed a deep V. “The real problem is in the cellar,” she said, pointing at the 
door. “And it’s a Category One. It’s critical.” 

“What’s a Category One?” the young lady asked. 

“Not good news, I’m afraid,” Drake said. “Major fracture of the supply line — probably due to ground 
freeze. It’s likely to have been spewing gas down there for some time, and into” — Drake swallowed as 
if he could barely bring himself to utter the next words — “into an enclosed space.” 

“Yes, Pd say the fault’s been active for thirty .. . no . . . thirty-five hours,” Mrs. Burrows informed 
him, sniffing randomly. 

Drake whistled. “Blooming heck! That long?” He whirled around to the woman. “Look, madam, you 


have to leave the property right now. Our insurance doesn’t cover us for customer fatalities. Please just 
gather your coat and what you need, and get away from here — well away. And don’t operate anything 
electrical — even a cell phone could set off the gas down there and blow us all into the next century.” He 
looked at Mrs. Burrows. “We’|] have to make the cellar a containment area and flush it out before we can 
even start to think about digging down to the fault.” Then he turned back to the young lady again. “I need a 
set of house keys and a number where I can reach you. Pll let you know the moment it’s safe to return.” 

“Of course. Anything you say,” the woman replied. “P11 be at my mother’s. And thank you for coming 
so quickly.” 

As Will and Elliott watched the proceedings through the back window of the van, the woman hurriedly 
left the house, pausing only to scribble down a telephone number for Drake. Then she tore down the 
street, throwing the odd glance over her shoulder as if it might be the last time she’d ever see the place. 

As Will’s breath left condensation on the glass, he wiped it away with his sleeve so he could see his 
old home clearly. “Number 16 Broadlands Avenue. I used to live there,” he said distantly, as if trying to 
convince himself. He pressed his finger against the window and pointed, directing Elliott’s attention to the 
upper floor. “So weird . . . that’s the Rebeccas’ bedroom. The vile little snakes slept there, under the same 
roof as me,” he said, then swiveled around and slumped down against the door. “This place was all I 
knew for so long... and now I can hardly remember it.” 

Elliott hummed but didn’t say anything. 

“Tm not going to ask what you lot are up to.” The bald man behind the steering wheel suddenly spoke 
up. It was Drake’s mechanic from the under-the-arches garage in West London, who had been brought in 
to supply them with the mock British Gas van, the overalls Drake and Mrs. Burrows were wearing, and 
also their identity cards. It was apparently one of the many services his “clientele” expected from him, in 
addition to unregistered vehicles. 

The mechanic had met them in a motorway services parking lot, where Will, Elliott, Mrs. Burrows, 
and Drake had transferred from the Bedford to the van for the final leg of the journey to Highfield. “But 
whatever your caper is, it’s not strictly legit, is it?” the bald mechanic now added. 

“Do you really want to know?” Will challenged him. 

The mechanic rubbed his chin but didn’t reply. 

“If I said that we’re trying to save the human race, would you believe me? And if we don’t succeed, 
every single person on the surface will die,” Will said, completely straight-faced. 

Elliott drew in a breath in surprise. 

The mechanic grinned, showing his golden tooth. “You’re right, mate, I shouldn’t go sticking my nose in 
your beeswax. The less I know, the better.” He patted his breast pocket, then chuckled. “Anyway, the 
sparklies your Mr. Jones gave me are all the answer I need.” 

“Mr. Smith,” Will corrected him, grinning. “Mr. Smith gave you the diamonds.” 

At that moment, Mr. Smith, who was actually Drake, rapped on the back of the van and then opened the 


door a few inches. “The owner’s out of the way. I called Sparks and the others — they’ll be along when 
we’ve prepped the place. But in the meantime, we should” — noticing the mechanic was listening, he 
checked himself — “get the Christmas decorations inside.” 

The Christmas decorations were in fact enough explosive to blast through many yards of rock. As Will 
entered the house, carrying two heavy bags laden with them, he stopped dead. He looked at Mrs. 
Burrows. “It’s all different, Mum,” he gasped. “The wallpaper’s new.” He scuffed his boot on the floor 
— it was no longer covered with the stained carpet he’d known all his life. “And this, too. They’ve 
completely redone the place.” 

Drake came up behind him. “We need the gear downstairs, Will. OK?” 

“Sure,” Will replied, ambling toward the cellar door. “This is where my dad disappeared every night,” 
he told Elliott, who was following behind him with a kit bag full of tools. “Until he disappeared 
altogether, down to the Colony.” 

The cellar was also very different now — very tidy and organized — with peg boards on the walls, 
holding carefully arranged power tools. And a partially disassembled vintage Triumph motorcycle sat on 
an oily sheet in the center of the room. 

“Sweet,” Drake said, running a finger over the gleaming chrome of the handlebars. “But we need to 
shift all this out of the way so we can get at those.” He looked at the shelves, on which there were pots of 
paint and decorating equipment. 

Will and Drake worked quickly while Mrs. Burrows and Elliott dragged between them a mattress 
down from one of the upstairs bedrooms. This was secured against the back door of the cellar leading to 
the garden, to help deaden any noise they might make while working. 

Taking a pickax from one of the bags, Drake used the tip to lever the shelves from the wall. As he 
heaved the unit aside, the others gathered around to see. Behind it, there was what appeared to be a 
stretch of perfectly ordinary wall painted white. 

“Right here,” Will said, going over and tapping the spot where he remembered the tunnel mouth had 
been. “It was right here.” 

Drake nodded. “We’ll do it the hard way to begin with, using good old elbow grease to knock a hole 
through. Itl] make less noise,” he said. “Everyone back,” he warned, then swung the pickax. Within a 
matter of minutes, he’d loosened enough bricks that a chunk of the wall dropped onto the cellar floor. A 
raft of hardcore and gravel slid from the small opening. 

“Very clever,” Drake said. “Precisely what you might expect to find.” He continued until he’d 
increased the size of the opening. “That’s enough. Over to you, Will.” Breathing heavily, Drake turned to 
the boy. “We need the spoil cleared away so we can see what we’re up against. And you used to enjoy a 
spot of digging, didn’t you?” 

Will smiled. “Sure, but this is going to take ages, isn’t it?” He was remembering how many days he and 


Chester had toiled to reexcavate the tunnel the first time around. 


“Not if I can help it,” Drake said. “Just do your stuff, Will.” 

“OK,” Will replied. He chose a shovel from the bag and expertly tested its weight in his hands. Then 
he spat on his palms. “Watch out! I’m back!” he announced, and began to dig. 

He worked like a whirlwind, only stopping to lift aside the larger pieces of rubble that he encountered. 
Elliott, Drake, and Mrs. Burrows had formed a chain and were passing the filled buckets to the end of the 
cellar, where they emptied them out. 

With a jarring clang, Will swore and straightened up. “Bad news — I’ve hit solid rock. It’s a bloody 
monster of a piece.” He wiped the sweat from his forehead. “There was nothing like this when I dug the 
tunnel out.” 

Drake didn’t seem to be at all disheartened by this news, but before he could respond to Will, his 
walkie-talkie crackled into life. “Your Christmas turkeys have flown in,” the mechanic’s voice 
announced, using Drake’s code. A few moments later, there were footsteps on the wooden stairs, and 
Eddie descended into the cellar. 

“Where are Sweeney and the Colonel?” Mrs. Burrows asked. “And Colly?” 

“They’re staying with the truck until we need them,” Eddie replied. 

“Hope they’re keeping their eyes peeled,” Drake said. “With that payload, we can’t afford to take risks 
— any number of terrorists or rogue states would give their eyeteeth for fissionable material in full 
weapon configuration. Besides that, Parry would go postal on me if I lost them!” He grinned. “And while 
I’m on the subject of explosives” — he went over to one of the large bags that Will had carried into the 
house and zipped it open — “it’s time to use the charges. We’ll just keep blasting until we’re through.” 

“You’ve already hit the first barrier?” Eddie inquired. 

“You mean this?” Will said, as he turned to slap the uneven wall of rock. 

“Yes. It will be approximately five feet in width, followed by more loose material, and then the same 
thickness of rock again,” Eddie pronounced. 

“You seem pretty sure about that,” Drake commented, as he took two pads of explosives from the bag. 

Eddie nodded. “It would be more normal for the tunnel to be collapsed in along its full length so 
there’d be no opportunity for anyone to use it again. Particularly after you and Chester came down it,” he 
said, glancing at Will. “But there was nothing normal about this tunnel. We envisaged that we might need 
to bring it back into service again.” 

Although Will was still contemplating the slab of rock blocking the way, his curiosity was piqued. 
“Why? What was so special about it?” 

“Tt was referred to as the Jerome tunnel,” Eddie told him. 

Will’s head jerked toward the former Limiter. “The what?” he asked. 

“Tt was named after your blood mother — Sarah Jerome.” 

Will frowned. 

“Do you think it was simply down to chance that a tunnel led straight to your house?” Eddie put to him. 


“I don’t know .. . I haven’t really thought about it,” Will admitted. 

“Tt was excavated specifically for you, Will — or more specifically, so that there was a quick means to 
reach you if Sarah showed herself. The Styx Panoply had made her recapture a priority, due to her 
growing influence as an antihero for the more rebellious elements in our city.” 

“You mean in the Rookeries,” Will interjected. 

“No, not just there but across the rest of the Colony, too. We wanted to reel her in and make an example 
of her. Of course, when we did eventually apprehend Sarah, the Rebecca twins had other plans for her.” 

“Yes, they tried to make her kill me,” Will said quietly as Eddie peered into the shadows behind him. 

“And this tunnel also enabled us to maintain contact with the Styx females you call the Rebecca twins,” 
Eddie said. “Particularly when they were first embedded in your family as infants. It enabled us to swap 
them over as and when we wanted.” 

“So you were sneaking into our home, and we didn’t know a thing about it,” Will said, stepping closer 
to Mrs. Burrows. 

“Mostly at night, to check on you while you slept.” With his boot Eddie rolled over a piece of brick 
lying on the floor. “Later on, when Dr. Burrows began to drill holes in our hatch, we were forced to 
reinstate the cellar wall.” 

“T was there then!” Will exclaimed, shaking his head. “I helped him do the drilling so he could put his 
shelves up!” 

“During his Darklighting sessions, Dr. Burrows was given instructions about the existence of the 
tunnel,” Eddie said. “We intended that he should discover it and then be drawn down to the Colony. We 
knew it was almost a certainty that you’d follow him there, Will.” 

“You’re saying Roger was conditioned to do that?” Mrs. Burrows asked. “It wasn’t something he did 
off his own back?” 

“Not at all. In addition to the existence and location of the tunnel, we instilled in him both wanderlust 
and an over-powering hankering for exploration. Over a period of several years, these were introduced in 
the form of compulsions deep in his preconscious, ready for us to activate when we decided it was time 
he should be on his way,” Eddie replied matter-of-factly. “He was highly receptive to our conditioning. 
Although I wasn’t around to see it, I assume these very same compulsions later drove him to leave the 
Colony, enter the Deeps, and keep going until he reached the inner world. These actions weren’t taken of 
his own volition and were not something a man in his right mind would ever contemplate.” 

Will let out a sharp breath. “So ...so Dad wasn’t really some great explorer . . . and all the stuff he 
was so mad keen to discover . . . to record in his journal . . . that was because of you.” The boy’s eyes 
were wide with disbelief as he tried to articulate the myriad thoughts racing through his head. “Then, what 
I thought Dad was . . . wasn’t really him. You made him that way. The Styx made him something he 
wasn’t?” 


“Yes. Like most Topsoilers, Dr. Burrows was decidedly unmotivated until we Darklit him,” Eddie 


said, staring at the sightless Mrs. Burrows. “And, of course, we did precisely the opposite to you, Celia. 
We instilled utter and absoluteapathy in you because there was no role for you to play. It suited us that you 
did nothing . . . but watch your television.” 

For a moment no one in the cellar spoke. 

“And I thought I was the one with the dynamite around here,” Drake murmured, putting the explosive 
pads back into the bag. 

As if she was on the verge of fainting, Mrs. Burrows was swaying where she stood. “I knew it,” she 
croaked several times. 

“Mum?” Will said, as he took her arm to steady her. 

“All those years . . . I felt as though I was fighting something that wasn’t me. I felt as though I was 
losing myself . . . that I wasn’t in control of my life. And I wasn’t, because you Styx were dictating who I 
was. It was all a fabrication . . . a construct! Those thoughts . . . my thoughts were never my own!” 

Whether he’d intended it or not, Eddie’s response was completely without remorse. “Yes. I thought that 
you would have already worked that out for yourself. After all, you managed to overcome the 
programming when you w —” 

“You hijacked our lives,” Mrs. Burrows growled accusingly. “You soured everything with your games, 
and all because you wanted Sarah Jerome.” 

“Well, not quite,” Eddie said. “It was also an opportunity for the Rebecca twins to gain their 
experience of life among the Heathen.” 

Nobody noticed that Mrs. Burrows had laid a hand on Will’s shovel. 

With a sudden step forward, she swung it at Eddie. It struck his head with such force he was thrown on 
top of his daughter. 

“Hey! No!” Drake yelled, wresting the shovel from Mrs. Burrows’s hands. But this did nothing to stop 
her. She was still trying to punch the Styx as Drake pushed her back. 

“Keep her away!” Elliott cried, supporting her stunned father. “She’s gone crazy.” 

“Mum’s not bloody crazy!” Will yelled at Elliott. “These maniacs are! They messed with our lives! 
They ruined everything!” He was so furious that he was spitting as he shouted. 

The anger seemed to have gone out of Mrs. Burrows, but Drake was now forced to step in between 
Will and Elliott, his hands outstretched as he kept them apart. “Everyone just chill. We don’t have time for 
family feuds. Not now.” He half turned toward Mrs. Burrows. “Celia, I want you to take some deep 
breaths, then go upstairs with Elliott and make tea for everyone. And you two,” he said, looking in turn at 
Will and Eddie, who was bleeding profusely from the temple. “We’re going to patch up Eddie’s noggin, 
then plant the charges. You can settle your differences later, but right now time is running out for all of us. 
So is everyone going to behave like adults?” 

Elliott hesitated, about to say something. 

“T thought I told you to take Celia upstairs,” Drake said firmly. 


That was enough for Elliott — she nodded a yes. And Mrs. Burrows appeared to have regained full 
control of herself as she shuffled past Eddie. “I’m sorry,” she mumbled. “It was the shock — I really 
wasn’t aware of any of that. It was the shock... .” 

Eddie wiped the blood from his eyes. “That’s quite all right,” he replied, then promptly collapsed. 


Eddie was carried up from the cellar and laid out on the sofa in the living room. While everyone was 
fussing over him, Will slipped from the room. He lingered at the foot of the stairs for a moment. The 
banister had been freshly painted and was so white and clean and perfect that he felt he had to touch it 
with his grime-encrusted fingers. 

He began to climb to the first floor. He’d been up and down the same stairs so many times in his life 
that, with each step, different memories from his childhood filtered back to him. Saturday lunches, when 
whichever Rebecca twin was there would prepare a huge fry-up for the family — eggs, sausages, 
mushrooms, bacon, and waffles — all dripping with unhealthy fat. Will smiled; it was strange that the 
Rebecca twin had never seemed to partake of the food herself. Maybe even then she had been trying to 
kill them all off? 

And Will remembered his mother’s lengthy phone conversations with Auntie Jean. He would 
sometimes sit on the bottom step of the stairs and listen as the two sisters rabbited on about the latest turn 
of events in some TV soap or other. But when Auntie Jean began to monopolize the conversation with her 
long lists of what she’d eaten that day and how her unpredictable digestive system was coping with it, or 
what her precious poodle, Sophie, had got up to, then all Will heard was his mother saying, “I know .. . I 
know ... I know,” ina bored voice. On a couple of occasions, Mrs. Burrows had even nodded off while 
her sister was still talking. 

But as he reached the landing, Will realized that what he’d accepted as normal family life was far from 
it, and what he was remembering might as well have been scenes from a play. If it wasn’t enough that the 
part of his sister had been shared by two girls — if girls was the right word, because they weren’t even 
human — the Styx had been directing and manipulating everything in the house with their Dark Light 
sessions for years. 

“None of it was real,” Will whispered. 

And even the stage on which this farce had been performed was no longer there. As he surveyed the 
landing before him, everything was different. The fitted shelving unit had gone, the paper ball lampshade 
replaced, and the brand-new carpet didn’t have those patches in it where the weave was completely worn 
away. 

With the sensation that he was dreaming, Will crossed to the room at the front of the house. He’d 
always been strictly forbidden from entering because it had been “Rebecca’s” bedroom, but now it was 


being used as a study. Will cast his eye over the desk and the expensive computer, his gaze settling on the 


cork bulletin board on the wall behind. In the many photographs pinned to it he recognized the woman 
who now lived in the house. The pictures had been taken in a variety of different locations, and in most of 
them she was accompanied by a man who was probably her husband. 

Will leaned over and pulled one of them from the board, the pushpin securing it flipping onto the desk. 
In the photograph the woman and her husband were toasting each other with half coconuts, which had 
little cocktail umbrellas and stripy straws in them, and a firelit beach was visible behind their relaxed, 
tanned faces. 

Then there were all the baby photographs, so Will knew what he’d probably find when he went into his 
old bedroom. Sure enough, there was a cot, plush toys everywhere, and the walls were a washed-out 
azure with fluffy cloud stickers slapped all over them. Not the slightest trace remained of Will’s tenure in 
the room. Not the shelves where he’d kept his collection of finds, nor the posters he’d taped to the ceiling, 
of the Roman centurion and the Fire of London. He went to the window, where a mobile of brightly 
colored caterpillars and butterflies was gently swaying in an air current. 

He poked a finger in the face of one of the smug-looking caterpillars. “Don’t bite me! Don’t bite me!” 
he said in a whimsical voice. 

“Pm a Styx Warrior larva, and I am going to bite you,” he replied to himself, assuming a monster’s 
gruff voice. 

“No! Ow! Ow! Ow!” Will said, chuckling to himself as he jabbed at the caterpillar and it bounced 
around on its length of string. Then he became distracted by the sight of the garden below. The lawn was 
under snow, but he could tell it wasn’t overgrown as it had been in his time. And there were some recent 
additions to the garden: a paved area, a circular flower bed, and in front of the new fence at the far end, a 
child’s swing and sandbox. 

Shaking his head, Will let out a breath from the side of his mouth. It wasn’t his garden anymore. It 
looked like a thousand others. 

Perhaps it was better that he simply tore up his past and moved on. 

At least what he was living now was genuine and not some Styx construct. 

He heard Drake calling for him. 

“Eat that, ugly bug!” he said, punching the caterpillar so hard that the whole mobile was spinning 
wildly as he left the room. 


There was a rumble as the first detonation shook the building and the street around it. Everyone except 
Drake had decamped from the house, and Will and Sweeney were watching from the back of the mock gas 
van. 

“That felt like an earthquake,” Will said as the van rocked slightly on its suspension. The only other 


signs were some snow sliding from the roof and a couple of car alarms going off farther down the street. 


After a moment Drake opened the front door, shrouded by a cloud of dust. He waved at the van. 

“We’re on again,” Sweeney said to Will. “No, wait up — we’ve got a neighbor sticking his oar in.” 

A man was hanging around on the pavement and peering at the house. Drake went over to speak to him, 
showing him his fake credentials. 

The mechanic in the front of the van had been leaning over to watch the proceedings in his sideview 
mirror. “If he turns into a problem, Pll deal with him,” he said, as the curious neighbor scurried off. 
“Otherwise Pll just hang on here until you or Mr. Smith need something. And if you make it through to 
Australia, let me know. I’ve never been there.” 

Will and Sweeney jumped out, but Will made a quick detour to the rear of the Bedford, pulling himself 
up on the tailgate to peer through the canvas awning. Elliott was sitting with Eddie, who clearly hadn’t 
recovered yet from being struck with the spade. He appeared to be asleep, his eyes closed. 

“How’s he doing?” Will asked. 

“A little concussed, but he’ll be OK,” Elliott replied. “Styx are pretty thick-headed.” 

“Um — yes — that’s good,” Will said, unsure whether Elliott was being serious or not. He was still 
feeling profoundly ashamed of the way he’d flared up with her after his mother’s outburst. 

And Mrs. Burrows also seemed to be regretting her actions; she sat meekly in the corner with Colly. 
The Colonel had a pistol at the ready while he stood guard over the equipment, which was covered in a 
tarpaulin and secured with rope. Will glanced at the shapes under the tarpaulin, thinking how strange it 
was to be that close to atomic weapons. 

As he entered the house, he found Sweeney waiting for him in the hallway. “Ready for round two?” the 
man asked. 

“Yep,” Will said, waving his hand through the dust-laden air. He noticed a picture had fallen to the 
ground and that several rather severe cracks had opened up in the walls. “We’re going to trash this place. 
What a shame, after all the work they’ ve put into it,” he added. 

The dust was even thicker in the cellar, where Drake was already shoveling the debris from the tunnel. 
Will and Sweeney set to work right away, helping him to clear the spoil so they could inspect what 
progress they’d made. 

“We’ve gained another four feet or so,” Drake said. “A couple more goes with the charges should get 
us through.” 

“Tf the roof holds up,” Will said, inspecting it for any signs of weakness. “Not too bad,” he decided, 
running his hand over a small fissure in the rock. 

“Yes, I’m placing the charges so they direct all their force into the face itself. If Eddie’s right and the 
Styx didn’t knobble the roof, we’re going to be just fine,” Drake said. “It’s not as if it matters if it gives 
way after we’ve gone through.” 

“Poor house,” Will said. 


As arranged, a handful of Eddie’s former Limiters turned up to help with the work on the tunnel. It was 
odd watching them laboring in silence, but Will was grateful for the extra manpower. 

It took three more rounds with the explosives to punch a way through the rock plug in the tunnel. And, 
at the end of the process, so much spoil had been generated that in places it reached up to the cellar roof. 
Even the motorcycle Drake had so admired had been completely buried. The only relatively clear area 
was a corridor from the bottom of the stairs to the tunnel entrance. 

“Let’s have a look, shall we?” Drake said, pushing aside the debris so he and Will could move deeper 
into the tunnel, past where the blockage had been. 

“This brings back a few memories,” Will murmured, as they followed the passage around a corner. 
And there it was — the crescent-shaped chamber with walls of milky rock, which Will had first 
discovered with Chester. 

As Will and Drake peered around, the beams from their miner’s lights seemed to penetrate the 
translucent rock itself and make it glow. Much of the grotto floor was submerged under rust-colored 
water. Will was wading quickly through this in his haste to reach the door he knew lay at the far end of the 
grotto, when he turned to Drake. “You know, I thought this place was the best thing I’d ev —” 

“STOP!” Drake yelled, his voice booming within the confines of the chamber. 

Will almost lost his footing as he threw himself into reverse. 

In the blink of an eye Drake was beside him. “Keep — Very — Still,” he said in a deliberate way that 
told Will it was critical he did precisely as he’d been told. “Not an inch backward — or forward,” Drake 
added. “You’re hooked up.” 

“What do you mean?” Will asked. Keeping his head still, he swiveled his eyes as far as he could. 
Drake’s outstretched hand was poised by a taut wire, which extended horizontally across the cavern and 
directly in their path. 

“Blimey. I’m touching it,” Will whispered as he realized that the wire was actually resting against his 
chest. It was so fine as to be almost invisible. All that gave it away was the glistening droplets of 
moisture along its length as Drake’s miner’s light played on them. 

“Very bloody sneaky-weaky,” Drake said. He traced where the wire ran to the middle of the grotto, 
culminating among the wreckage of a machine that lay in the deeper water. Whatever the machine had 
once been, it was now a mass of corroded iron cogs in a twisted frame. 

“So the tripwire’s secured there . . . ,” Drake whispered, then moved behind Will so he could trace the 
route of the wire in the opposite direction. “Always be on the lookout for secondaries,” he said, taking 
extra care about where he was treading in the shallow water. He reached the grotto wall and extracted 
several items from a pouch on his belt. 


Will couldn’t see what he was doing. “What’s there? Can I move now?” he asked, barely daring to 


breathe. 

“Mot...am...mufscle,” Drake replied, a screwdriver gripped between his teeth. He swapped it for 
the penknife he’d been using, then another minute passed before he finally announced, “OK. Done.” 

The tripwire suddenly zinged away toward the ruined machine, and Will finally let out his breath. 

“Here!” Drake lobbed something at Will. With a cry of alarm, he caught it. Many dull marble-sized 
ball bearings spilled from a small canister, dropping all around Will’s feet with little splashes. Drake had 
removed a panel in the canister and a few remaining bearings rattled around inside it, against a stick of 
what looked like plasticine. 

“Styx antipersonnel explosive device mark 3. Guaranteed to ruin your day, or your money back,” Drake 
said. “In the future, Sweeney or I will take point.” 

“You got it,” Will agreed, tipping the last of the bearings from the canister. 


Because there wasn’t enough room in the cellar, all their equipment was taken into the living room and 
laid out so Drake could give it a last check. Will and Elliott watched as Sweeney and Colonel Bismarck 
lugged the second of the two nuclear weapons into the hallway. Mrs. Burrows immediately shut the front 
door behind them. 

“They look heavy,” Will remarked. The stainless-steel box was only around four by six feet in size, but 
the two men were grunting with the effort as they carried it, using the handles at either end. 

“OK. Everyone on me,” Drake called from the sitting room. 

“Where do you want the second TND, boss?” Sweeney asked as he and the Colonel entered, 
sidestepping around a coffee table. 

“Over there will do — by the first,” Drake answered. 

Will was at the door, peering at the impressive amount of kit inside the room. “If that woman could see 
what was going on in her home right now!” he said. 

Sweeney grinned. “Yes, reckon she might be a little brassed off that her view of the telly was blocked 
by a couple of atom bombs.” 

“Particularly if ER was on,” Mrs. Burrows added, as Sweeney and the Colonel lowered the device 
beside the second one, and then straightened up, rubbing their hands. 

Drake had been squatting beside a curious-looking piece of equipment lying on the coffee table. “Come 
in and shut the door, Will,” he said, as if even now he didn’t completely trust Eddie’s men, who were still 
in the house. 

“Right, before we set off, there are a few things I need to say.” He indicated the devices in front of the 
television. “Moving the nukes is going to be a real backbreaker until we reach the lower-grav 
environment toward the center of the Earth. The bombs themselves aren’t that heavy, but because of their 


antiquated design, there’s a hunk of lead in the casings around them.” 


“Then can’t we just lose the casings?” Elliott proposed. 

“The fissile plutonium in the bombs throws off too much radiation — we’d be glowing like neon signs 
before we’d gone any distance. But it might come to that yet,’ Drake said, his expression grim. “This 
mission isn’t going to be a walk in the park.” He ran his eyes over Mrs. Burrows, who had Colly beside 
her, the Colonel, then Will, Elliott, and Sweeney. “And Eddie’s not going to be with us on this one.” 

“Because of his head?” Will asked, not looking at Elliott. 

Drake nodded. “He needs time to recover, but it’s not that. I don’t know what the current situation is in 
the Colony, but if the Styx are still there in any number, it’s better he keeps out of sight. Anyway, he’s 
more use to us here on the surface, where he and his men can work with Parry and the Old Guard to find 
the Styx women.” 

“Unless they’ve all gone underground,” Colonel Bismarck said. 

“True,” Drake concurred. “What Danforth told us about resuming the Phase in the inner world might 
have been nothing more than a ploy to throw us off the scent. However, we need to find that out for 
ourselves.” He took a breath. “Right, unless anyone has any questions, let’s saddle up,” he said. 

“T have,” Will said. “What’s that? A weapon?” He was looking at the device on the coffee table. Three 
slim metal tanks, each a yard in length, were welded together, with a pistol grip halfway down, and some 
sort of funnel or nozzle mounted at one end. 

“A little something my mechanic friend outside in the van knocked up for me,” Drake replied. “In fact, 
he’s made me several versions of it.” 

Will edged closer to the table to inspect the device. By the base of the nozzle, tubes from the three 
tanks were intertwined in a Gordian knot on which there were a number of knurled knobs. 





Drake picked up the device and, taking hold of the grip, slid back a catch and clicked the trigger. A 
blinding blue flame roared from the nozzle. 


Will leaped back in surprise, raising an arm to shield his face from the heat. “It’s a flamethrower!” 


“No, this isn’t a weapon. I won’t bore you with the principles,” Drake said, the flame phutting out as 
he released the trigger, “but two high-octane propellants mix with oxygen to create a powerful propulsion 
device . . . a booster. So we don’t have to rely on a Sten to produce the thrust to get us across the zero- 
grav belt, like you and your father did.” 

“That’s so cool,” Will said. “I can’t believe you know how to do that. It looks really complicated.” 

“Nah — it’s hardly rocket science,” Drake said dismissively, then frowned. “No, I suppose it really is 
rocket science,” he added, correcting himself. 

Having gathered up their equipment, Will and Elliott went down to the cellar. Eddie’s men were 
waiting there — Drake had said that they’d collapse the mouth of the tunnel so the Topsoil authorities 
wouldn’t find it. 

Elliott spoke to several of them in the Styx language, then she and Will entered the tunnel, quickly 
moving to the far end of the crescent-shaped grotto. Will showed her the iron door with the three handles 
down one side that he and Chester had first discovered together. 

“This was where it all kicked off,” he told her, rapping its battered surface with his knuckles. It rang 
with a low, resounding tone, until he touched it again, tracing around an area of shiny black paint with a 
fingertip, and remembering. “There was no turning back when I found this door — well, not for me, 
anyway. I don’t think Chester was happy about it at the time, but he still came along.” 

“Poor old Chester — he’s like that. He’s a loyal friend to you,” Elliott said. 

And look where it got him, Will was thinking as Drake appeared. “You can open up. I’ve checked for 
Styx antipersonnel mines,” Drake said. 

Will immediately clunked up the three handles on the side of the door, then stepped back. “Ladies 
first,” he said to Elliott. 

She leaned on the door and it groaned open on its hinges. Then she stepped over the metal lip at the 
base of the doorframe and went into the cylindrical chamber. Once they’d gone the short distance to the 
other side, Drake joined them, and Will cranked the three handles on the second door, which was 
identical to the first. 

Then, without even troubling to glance through the hazy porthole, he heaved it open. There was a 
sibilant hiss as the air pressure equalized. 

“At least that means the Fan Stations are still operating, doesn’t it? So the Colony’s getting air,” Will 
said to Drake. 

“T hope so,” Drake replied noncommittally. 

Will and Elliott moved through the antechamber, the beam from Will’s miner’s light lancing the 
moisture-laden air. The walls themselves were a patchwork quilt of rusted metal plates studded with 
rivets. 

Will caught his breath as he made out the shaft up ahead. There, waiting for them, was the cage 
elevator itself, ready to take them down. 


Will went to open the trellis door to the elevator but glanced at Drake to see if he should proceed. 

Drake nodded, his miner’s light bouncing up, then Will slid the gate back and went in. 

“Safe as houses,” he whispered to himself, but this time he didn’t feel like jumping up and down. 

The equipment and nuclear weapons were ferried down in several trips because Drake didn’t want to 
overload the old elevator. When it had all been moved and everyone was down, too, Will started for the 
door to the second metal chamber. 

“Hold up,” Drake said. “I need to investigate that airlock first. I haven’t risked opening it yet, in case 
it’s alarmed.” He turned to everyone. “Weapons at the ready. And you should also have your tranquilizer 
guns close to hand in case we bump into any Colonists.” He paused for a moment. “There’s something you 
should be aware of. When we were last in London, I picked up a distress signal from the Colony.” 

“What do you mean?” Mrs. Burrows asked. 

“T left a radio beacon with your friend the Second Officer. It was tuned to a specific frequency, and I 
told him to use it if things got difficult in the Colony and he needed help. Well, he did.” 

Mrs. Burrows looked troubled. “Why didn’t you mention this before n —” 

“Because we had bigger fish to fry at the time,” Drake interrupted. “So I’ve really no idea quite what 
we’re going to find when we go through that airlock.” 

Mrs. Burrows was shaking her head as she placed her hand protectively on the Hunter at her side, who 
immediately began to purr loudly. “I brought Colly along because I wanted to take her home. If Pd known 
what you’ ve just told me, I’d have made other plans — Pd have left her with Sergeant Finch.” 

“She’ll be fine. She can come with us on the journey — she looks healthy enough,” Drake argued. 

“Yes, she’s healthy enough,” Mrs. Burrows said a little curtly. “But do you really expect her to have 
her litter on the hoof?” 

Everyone turned to look at the Hunter who, aware of the sudden interest in her, stopped purring. 

“Litter?” Will said. 

“Yes, Bartleby’s offspring,” Mrs. Burrows answered. “Why do you think she’s put on so much 
weight?” 

Drake sighed. “Look, let’s see what the situation is in the Colony, then we’ll work something out. 
OK?” 

“OK, I suppose,” Mrs. Burrows said. 

They all held back as Sweeney and Drake checked the door into the airlock for booby traps, then 
opened it. 

As if she couldn’t wait to find out what state the Colony was in, Mrs. Burrows was right behind the 
two men. 

Sweeney was halfway across the corrugated flooring when he suddenly missed a step and staggered. 
He was groping for the side of the airlock as if his legs couldn’t support him. Drake was immediately on 
the case, pulling the larger man back with him. 


“No! Colly!” Mrs. Burrows shouted. The Hunter had collapsed beside her. She was out cold. 

“Get the cat out!” Drake yelled at the Colonel and Will. 

Sweeney seemed to recover as soon as he was helped toward the elevator. Colly, however, remained 
completely unconscious. 

“What is it?” Mrs. Burrows said. “We can’t have this — she’s pregnant!” 

Drake pointed to his ear. “It’s a subaural field. They’ve put one around the door to stop anyone using it. 
Sweeney was wearing his plugs, but he’s hypersensitive to most frequencies. And, of course, Colly had 
no protection at all.” 

“But she’ ll be all right?” Elliott asked, running a hand over the cat’s plump stomach. 

“She should be,” Drake replied. “Now, you’re all going to get as far back as you can, because — in 


time-honored fashion — the Colonel and I are going to blow our way through.” 





ell 


IN MARKET SQUARE, a large paved area at the center of the South Cavern, people were gathering to 





hear what the Board of Governors had to say. Word of the forthcoming meeting had gone around, and 
most, if not all, of the remaining occupants of the subterranean city were turning up. 

The Governors hadn’t been much in evidence lately. But since the Styx had abruptly vanished, they’d 
crept out from wherever they’d been hiding, clearly with the intention of reasserting their authority over 
the Colony. 

Before the recent troubles, the square had thronged with people on market days, purchasing goods from 
the numerous rows of carts. But now these carts had been wheeled to the side to make room, although a 


few people were standing on them to get a better view of the Governors. 





And almost the full complement of Governors was present on a hastily erected platform. There should 
have been twelve of them, but one of their number was unwell; Mr. Cruickshank was suffering badly with 
gout and hadn’t been able to leave his bed. The rest, all decked out in their tall stovepipe top hats, formal 
black coats, and gray pinstripe trousers, were sitting stiffly behind a long table on the platform. When it 
was time for the meeting to start, the eleven men removed their top hats from their heads and placed them 
on the table before them. Then, Mr. Pearson, the most senior Governor, rose to his feet. 

With his lugubrious expression and the painfully slow way he spoke, he began to lecture the people 
about “Keeping order” and how it was “a Colonist’s duty to his neighbor to obey the age-old laws.” Sir 
Gabriel Martineau’s name kept cropping up as Mr. Pearson wittered on; he obviously believed that 
frequent references to the Colony’s founder would resonate with the audience and make them more 
compliant. 


But although the crowd was listening, they weren’t pleased with what they were hearing. The 


Governors had been the puppets of the Styx, merely putting into effect whatever the real ruling class 
ordained. And with the Styx out of the picture, it was inevitable that there wouldn’t be the same degree of 
respect for these officials. 

“We have ...,” Mr. Pearson proclaimed, one hand tucked into his waistcoat as he wagged a finger at 
the rock canopy far above, “we have known hard times for these past months. We have all been parted 
from family and neighbors, although we don’t yet know the reason for this. And we don’t know where 
they have been taken or when they will be returned to us again.” 

“Never,” a woman in the crowd muttered. 

“And when our lords themselves return, you can be assured that we, the Board, will ask them these 
very questions,” Mr. Pearson said in answer to the woman. 

With this reference to the Styx, a ripple of disapproval spread through the crowd. 

“And until the status quo is restored, we will ensure that our daily routines are back to normal and that 
we are not troubled by outbreaks of lawlessness from the small handful of malcontents in our society,” 
Mr. Pearson said. “For down here, we have only each other. We are one big society, and we look after our 
own.” 

With great ceremony, he turned to the Governors on his left, and then those on his right. All ten officials 
were saying, “Hear, hear,” with great emphasis, and nodding like a row of drunken monkeys to show their 
agreement. 

Mr. Pearson addressed the crowd again. “We have all been in the same boat. In recent months, we have 
all known the turbulent waters. . . . We’ve been hungry, confused, and frightened by the inexplicable 
changes taking place in our lives. But never you fear, the Board is here to reinstate law and order.” He 
paused, as if expecting a cheer from the crowd, but the only reaction was stony silence. 

He cleared his throat, then went on. “Our first act will be to find an open portal, so deliveries of 
Topsoil food supplements are resumed forthwith. But, just as importantly, the production of our staple 
foods — those foods on which we rely so heavily — will also be restored. Livestock breeding and rodent 
collection are a priority, and as I speak, the penny bun fields in the North are being prepared for sporing, 
and —” 

“Ain’t seen you doin’ no diggin’,” a Colonist said loudly. 

“Yeah, roll yer sleeves up yerself, Pearson,” a second added. 

Mr. Pearson ran a finger inside his starched collar and ignored the hecklers as he tried to continue. But 
in the depths of the crowd, a Colonist coughed at some volume. Although it wasn’t a real cough. 

The man had ducked his head and shouted the word gazunder. 

The crowd tittered. 

All but a few citizens of the Colony had dispensed with the rather archaic practice of using a gazunder, 
or chamber pot — the porcelain bowl kept under the bed into which they could relieve themselves during 


the night if the need took them. Instead they would make the effort to go downstairs to the water closet, 


usually to be found at the back of the house. 

But not Mr. Pearson. 

And, being one of the privileged class, Mr. Pearson was too high and mighty to swill out his own urine 
in the mornings. Because of his high standing, he’d always had a servant — normally a captured 
Topsoiler or, if one wasn’t available, some low-ranking Colonist who’d been pressed into service in his 
household — and it would be their unfortunate lot to see to the distasteful task. And on some days it had 
been known for the gazunder to be emptied rather late in the day, so its odors would circulate downstairs 
and permeate the rest of his house. It wasn’t pleasant. 

Another joker in the crowd took his cue from the first. He pretended to sneeze loudly, although he 
actually shouted the word potty for all to hear. 

The braver members of the crowd erupted with laughter. 

Someone had dared to utter the most senior Governor’s nickname — he was widely known as Potty 
Pearson in the Colony. Or — on occasions — something rather more impolite than that. 

This was a brazen display of lack of respect. 

Mr. Pearson’s face went deep puce, and he bunched his fists. Since he resembled an overstoked boiler, 
one could almost imagine that steam was going to blast from his ears. 

“T will not tolerate this boorishness!” he bellowed. “First Officer! Detain those people!” Mr. Pearson 
went even redder. “Where are you, First Officer? Report to me right now! I want those responsible locked 
up in the Hold!” 

The new First Officer appeared at the side of the platform, then clambered up onto it. The planks of the 
makeshift dais creaked and shook under his bulk, and several of the Governors gripped the table as if they 
thought they might at any moment be plunged into the great unwashed before them. 

By this time, Will, Drake, and Mrs. Burrows had reached Market Square and were moving slowly 
around the edge of the crowd. They were receiving some curious glances from the people on the carts, but 
on the whole these Colonists were far too engrossed by the public display of insolence unfolding before 
them to take much notice. In any case, with all the New Germanian troops billeted in the Colony over the 
past months, they had become far more used to seeing outsiders in their midst. 

“Do your job! Arrest them!” Mr. Pearson insisted, stamping his foot, which caused the platform to 
shake all over again. 

The First Officer scanned the faces in the crowd, noticing Cleaver and Squeaky close to the front. He 
hadn’t yet informed the Governors that his predecessor had released all the prisoners detained in the 
Hold. And he wasn’t looking forward to telling them. 

Cleaver grinned, showing his missing teeth, and Squeaky began to jump up and down. 

Another of the Governors leaped to his feet. “Do what you’re told, man! Apprehend those dissenters!” 
he shouted. 

“But... arrest who precisely?” the First Officer asked. “Which ones?” 


“I know that voice,” Drake said, as he helped Mrs. Burrows onto an unoccupied cart, which was 
covered with a few desiccated cabbage leaves. Then he climbed up beside her. Will was already on the 
cart, watching the stage intently and shaking his head. 

The ranting Governor had turned on the First Officer, who was looking nonplussed. “Just follow your 
orders, you useless fool!” he snarled. 

“That stupid, stupid old fart!” Will exclaimed loudly, making no effort to keep his voice low. The 
Colonists close to the cart twisted around to look at him. 

“Keep it down, Will,” Drake warned, but he was intrigued by the boy’s unexpected vehemence. “Why 
did you say that, anyway?” 

“Because that stupid spod is my father.” 

“Your what?” Drake said. 

“That’s Mr. Jerome,” Will muttered. “My real father.” 

Mr. Jerome was strutting across the stage toward the First Officer. As he reached him, he began to jab 
a finger into the chest of the taller and far bigger man. “If you don’t do what you’re ordered, we’ll clap 
you in irons, too,” he promised. 

The First Officer wasn’t intimidated, just perplexed. “But if I don’t know who called Mr. Pissy a potty, 
then how can I arrest anyone?” he asked innocently. 

Rather than cheer at the First Officer’s fabulously confused sentence, a deathly quiet fell on the place. 

“You blithering idiot!” Mr. Jerome snapped, drawing his hand back as if he was about to strike the 
policeman. 

All of a sudden, there was a commotion at the front of the crowd. Cleaver was surging forward, 
pushing through to the platform. 

His voice dripped with the violence of which he was capable. “Don’t you lay a finger on ’im! ’E’s my 
friend!” Cleaver rumbled, then pounded the stage with one of his sledgehammer fists. “Or Pll come up 
there meself and sort both you and Mr. Pissy out.” 

“Mr. Potty,” Squeaky corrected Cleaver, bobbing up and down as he tried to see over his shoulder. 

Mr. Jerome hadn’t backed off from the First Officer, his hand still poised in the air. 

“Pm warnin’ you,” Cleaver said, spoiling for a fight. 

An ear-piercing wolf whistle from beside Will and Drake made them both start. 

As every single person in Market Square, Colonist and Governor alike, sought out who was 
responsible for this, Mrs. Burrows took her fingers from her mouth. 

Drake bowed his head. “Right. And I said we should keep a low profile,” he muttered. 

“Isn’t it time for a new start?” Mrs. Burrows proclaimed in a shout. “The Styx have gone, and you 
don’t have to take them back. For the first time in three hundred years, you have the chance to run your 
own lives.” 


Everyone considered this, then there were mutters of “Yes” and “She’s right.” 


“Celia,” the First Officer said, beaming at her over the heads of the crowd. He had to take a breath 
before he went on, because he still couldn’t quite believe his eyes. “Tell us what to do. Tell us how to go 
about it.” 

Mrs. Burrows thought for a moment. “Well, for starters . . . you can send those Governors packing,” 
she said. “They haven’t got your best interests at heart.” 

Mr. Jerome was craning his neck and squinting at who was on the cart. “Why, look at what we’ve got 
here. A bunch of loathsome Topsoilers sticking their noses into our business,” he said. 

“Oh, put a sock in it, you old bore!” Will blurted, not able to help himself. 

There was a pause, then Mr. Jerome frowned. “Seth? My son, Seth?” 

Will curled his lip insolently. “I’m no son of yours.” 

Clearly in some shock at seeing Will again, Mr. Jerome took a moment to compose himself. “So . . . so 
my runaway son has returned home, and his friends are telling us what to do.” He laughed drily, then 
turned to the First Officer. “Well, you can arrest them, too.” 

The First Officer had had enough. “No, I won’t,” he said simply. 

Mr. Pearson reentered the fray. Seizing his top hat from the table, he brandished it threateningly in the 
First Officer’s face. “See this? We are the only authority here! You bloody well do what Mr. Jerome has 
ordered.” 

“T told yer to leave my friend alone,” Cleaver exploded. “I’ve ’ad it with yer! Why don’t yer shut yer 
flippin’ cake ’oles and let ’im say ’is piece?” Cleaver roared, leaning forward over the platform and 
swiping at Mr. Pearson’s and Mr. Jerome’s ankles like an angry bear. 

As the two Governors hastily hopped out of Cleaver’s reach, the First Officer turned to the crowd. “If 
any of you think those people on the cart are just Topsoilers, think again. The woman who just spoke was 
talking sense,” he said, pointing at Mrs. Burrows, his eyes gleaming. “She was subjected to the worst 
Dark Light interrogation ve ever seen in my whole time as a policeman, and she came back from it. She 
didn’t crack . . . she didn’t tell the Styx what they wanted to know.” 

The crowd murmured. 

“And that man there” — he indicated Drake — “destroyed the Laboratories for us. He put a stop to all 
the Styx’s horrific experiments. I know because I was there. I helped him.” 

The murmur became even louder. 

“And the lad with them,” the First Officer declared, pointing directly at Will, “is Tam Macaulay’s 
nephew, and...” 

There was a collective gasp from the crowd — they knew what was coming next. 

“,..and Sarah Jerome’s son.” 

Now people were cheering. 
“Sarah Jerome, a brave woman who stuck to her beliefs and resisted the Styx for so long. . . for so 


many years. We could do nothing to help her when she was brought back to the Colony, but we can honor 


her spirit now. We can do things her way, and never let the White Necks rule our lives again.” 

The crowd went wild. Filled with pride, Will wasn’t at all embarrassed by the attention he was 
getting. 

The First Officer raised his arms, and the crowd quietened. “So, Mrs. Burrows, what should we do 
now?” he posed. 

“You could appoint a committee to oversee the Colony — a temporary committee,” Mrs. Burrows 
advised. “You can hold an election later, but right now you need people in place who’ll get things done. 
Your own people — people you trust.” 

“Codswallop! They wouldn’t have the faintest idea how to run things!” Mr. Pearson shouted. “This is 
sheer lunacy! That woman’s a Topsoiler. Don’t listen to anything she says!” 

“First Officer, we want you to lead us,” a man suddenly yelled out. 

“Me?” the First Officer spluttered. 

As the suggestion gathered support, the First Officer waved the crowd to order. “But. . . it can’t be me 
alone. That wouldn’t be right.” 

“Pick Cleaver, too!” Gappy Mulligan screeched. Waving a bottle, she was perched on a rain barrel on 
the far side of the square and only just managed to stop herself from falling off. 

The crowd seemed to be completely behind this suggestion and jostled Cleaver until he clambered up 
onto the platform. 

That was when the whole structure tipped to one side, the table, chairs, and Governors sliding off. As 
their feet foundthe ground, to a man the Governors fled. 

The applause from the crowd rattled every window in the city. Cleaver and Squeaky took the 
opportunity to help themselves to a pair of the Governors’ discarded top hats and sported them proudly. 

“T wish every coup went off this peacefully,” Drake whispered. And he — like everyone else in 
Market Square — was filled with optimism for the future of the Colony. With no Styx to terrorize the 
population and with the opportunity to govern themselves, it would be a very different place to live. 


A mile away, on the outskirts of the city, Elliott heard the echoed shouts and cheers of the crowd, but 
didn’t know the reason for them. After Sweeney and Colonel Bismarck had failed to dissuade her from 
going off by herself, she’d sprinted all the way down to the South Cavern, not encountering a single 
Colonist or, for that matter, Styx as she went. 

And now, as she entered her old neighborhood, she slowed to take in the surroundings so familiar to 
her. 

The Colony was similar to an ancient but highly reliable piece of machinery that functioned day in, day 
out because its inhabitants kept it running smoothly. By and large, each Colonist knew his or her place in 


the hierarchy, and like cogs in the machine they all did what was expected of them. 


But this machine had evidently broken down. What Elliott saw around her was unprecedented chaos: 
streets strewn with foul-smelling rubbish, piles of wrecked furniture heaped in front of houses, and even 
people’s personal belongings scattered in the gutters. There were signs of neglect and turmoil everywhere 
she turned. 

Finally Elliott came to the terraced house in which she’d grown up. This was the house she’d left early 
one morning when she ran away to the Deeps, leaving behind all she knew. 

As a child she’d learned to live with the lie that her aunt was her mother, but the risk of being outed as 
a Drain Baby grew as she grew. And although choosing to go to the Deeps was tantamount to committing 
suicide, the alternative would have been worse. Not only would Elliott and her real mother have 
immediately been put to death by the Styx for the illicit liaison, the rest of the family would most likely 
have been lynched for their part in the cover-up. 

And whispers had already begun to circulate in the neighborhood about Elliott’s dark eyes and Styx- 
thin physique, with one man attempting to extort money from her aunt in return for his silence. Elliott 
decided that she had to disappear from the Colony, thus removing any grounds for blackmail or discovery. 

Walking slowly up the path, Elliott’s gaze strayed over the lawns of black lichen to either side where 
she’d played as a child. From the state they were in, it was evident that they hadn’t been tended to for 
some time. But unlike many others in the street, the house itself looked lived in. Elliott was encouraged by 
that. 

She reached out and pushed on the front door. It wasn’t locked, and swung open a few inches. 

“Hello,” she called. 

For a moment she was distracted by a huge roar from the crowd elsewhere in the city. 

“Hello,” Elliott repeated, although she sensed that the house was empty. She raised her foot to step 
over the threshold, but then stopped herself. Inside would probably be signs to confirm her mother still 
lived there. But Elliott knew that her reappearance and the way she looked now would just reignite the 
old suspicions, and her mother’s secret would become known. There was little doubt in Elliott’s mind that 
the age-old prejudices about Styx-Colonist interrelationships would persist. 

And part of her was also reluctant to find out about her mother. The mission to the center of the Earth 
was fraught with danger, and Elliott was only too aware she might not return from it with her life. Perhaps 
it was better to embark on it with the belief that her mother was still alive and well. 

“PII come back another day,” Elliott said out loud, pulling the door shut. Tucking her hand inside her 
jacket, she took out the bottle of perfume Mrs. Burrows had given her and placed it carefully on the 
doorstep. “That’s for you, Mother,” she whispered, then turned from the house. 


“THIS IS WHAT I wanted you to see,” the First Officer said to Drake, Will, and Mrs. Burrows. Drake 
was keen to leave the Colony and continue their journey, but he also knew it was important to help the 
First Officer in any way he could now that the city had declared its independence. 

And, as they turned the corner, there was the Styx Citadel. 

With its stark facade of roughly hewn granite, it was built into the cavern wall itself, extending all the 
way up to the canopy high above, where it disappeared into the ever-present clouds that swirled and 
lapped there. And never had any Colonist been known to set foot inside the forbidding building. 

“This is the closest ve been to it,” Will whispered, as the black crystal windows marking the upper 
levels of the Citadel stared down on him like pitiless Styx eyes. 

The First Officer stopped at the open gate in the iron railings, and a large man holding a pickax handle 
came out from the watchman’s cabin to meet them. “This is Joseph,” the First Officer said. “He and 
another citizen have been guarding the compound around the clock, in case the White Necks decide to 
come back.” 

Drake nodded at Joseph, who was deep-chested and stocky, typical of the “pure stock,” as they were 
known — descendants of the original army of laborers who had helped Martineau to build the 
subterranean city some three hundred years ago, and then populate it. Joseph was staring fixedly at Will, 
which the boy began to find rather unsettling. 

“Very wise,” Drake said. He indicated the man’s pickax handle. “But you’re going to need more 
firepower than that.” For a moment he considered the Garrison, a squat, two-story building beside the 
Citadel, letting his gaze linger on the entrance. But then he struck out for the Citadel itself. When he was 
some forty feet away from it, he bent to pick up a stone, which he slung at its doors. The stone struck them, 
clattering down the front steps. Nothing happened, so Drake began to move closer to the building. 

“Stop!” the First Officer shouted. “It ll knock you down!” 

It wasn’t just the portals that the Styx had protected with their subaural fields. The First Officer had 
already been called out to rescue several unconscious Colonists who’d been incapacitated by the one 
around this building. 


Drake paid him no notice, mounting the steps at the entrance. 


“How can he do that?” the First Officer asked as Drake appeared to be completely unaffected by the 
field. He was checking all around the entrance, pushing on the huge stone slab where the doorway had 
previously been. Then he walked backward from the building, examining the windows, which began on 
the upper floors. 

As he rejoined everybody, Drake was yawning and working his jaw as if he had chronic earache. 
“There’s an immensely strong field around it,” he said to Will and Mrs. Burrows. Then he addressed the 
First Officer. “The Styx have brought down protective barriers inside the building and completely sealed 
it, so I have no way of telling if there are any left inside.” 

The First Officer looked extremely uncomfortable at this. “You know that it’s rumored there are 
various Topsoil routes down into the building, so” — he turned to regard the Citadel — “so this might be 
where they return to take control of us again.” 

“They can try,” Drake said. 

“But you’ ll be ready for them,” Mrs. Burrows chipped in. 

“Let’s investigate the Garrison building,” Drake suggested to Will. 

“Um,” Joseph began. He still couldn’t seem to keep his eyes off Will. 

“What is it?” the First Officer said. 

“Can I accompany you?” Joseph asked Drake. “You see, I used to work there.” 

The First Officer was about to object to this request when Drake reached into a pouch on his belt and 
took out a spare pair of earplugs. “Put these in,” he said to Joseph. 

As Drake set off toward the Garrison, Will and Joseph were following a short distance behind him. 

“Seth?” Joseph began nervously. 

Will turned to him. “It’s really Will. Pm not called that anymore.” 

“Sorry,” the man whispered, running his hand over the stubbly white hair on his scalp. Then he spoke 
with more assurance. “I knew Sarah, your mother.” 

“You did?” Will asked. 

“We were friends when we were young.” Joseph frowned and seemed to have difficulty in continuing. 
“The last time she was here . . . when the White Necks trapped her and brought her back, we saw each 
other again. I looked after her for the weeks she stayed in the Garrison.” 

Although Joseph had lowered his head, Will could see that his expression was incredibly sad. And 
when the man gave Will a fleeting look, his pale blue eyes — with identical coloration to Will’s own eyes 
— seemed to reflect the light as if they were brimming with tears. 

“T think she knew what was coming,” Joseph mumbled. “She could tell it wasn’t going to end well for 
her.” 

Will suddenly felt such a strong kinship with this massive man that he briefly put his arm around him as 
they continued to walk. Like Joseph, Will, too, was overcome with sadness, but at that moment they 


reached the entrance. Will could feel the buzzing in his skull — there was a field around the steel doors, 


but, surprisingly, they were unlocked. 

They entered the building, and Will walked the polished stone floor that his real mother had once trod, 
with her friend beside him. 

“T don’t think she ever really believed a single word of what the White Necks were trying to fill her 
head with about you,” Joseph said in a low voice. “She went along with them because she wanted to find 
you.” 

“Thank you for telling me that,” the boy said. 

“Are you two OK?” Drake asked, eyeing them curiously as he noticed they both appeared rather 
overwrought. 

“We’re just fine,” Will replied. 

“Good, then let’s put a stop to the subaural field in this place. I know there’s an armory in here, so if 
you show us where it is, Joseph, let’s break in and see what the Styx have left behind,” Drake said. 


“You’ll want something a little more businesslike than that pickax handle if they pop up here again.” 
= E E 


Will, Drake, and Mrs. Burrows were heading back to the Quarter, when Elliott appeared from nowhere. 

“I thought I told you to stay put,” Drake said, clearly annoyed. 

Elliott didn’t reply, and Will noticed that she was purposefully avoiding his gaze. Perhaps all wasn’t 
well between the two of them after Mrs. Burrows had attacked her father and the angry exchange that had 
ensued. And Elliott didn’t speak to him during the time it took for them to rejoin Sweeney and Colonel 
Bismarck, who had been guarding the nuclear weapons and the rest of the equipment. 

Although the First Officer had had other matters to attend to and wasn’t yet with them, he’d suggested 
that they wait for him at his police station. So that was their next stop, and once they’d moved all the 
equipment over there, they sat around in the main office, eating their rations. The nuclear weapons were 
safely under lock and key in one of the cells in the Hold, somewhere that held only bad memories for 
Will. So bad that he’d found himself unable to go into the dank and dismal place again. 

When the First Officer finally turned up, strolling breezily in through the swing doors, he’d only made 
it a few feet when there was the frantic noise of claws scrabbling on stone from beside Mrs. Burrows. If 
Colly hadn’t been carrying so much extra weight, she would have undoubtedly leaped over the top of the 
counter. Instead she cannoned straight through the opening in it. 

“My girl!” the First Officer bellowed as the Hunter reared up and put her paws on his shoulders to lick 
his face. “I thought I’d lost you for good.” Purring at deafening volume, Colly rolled onto her back, 
inviting him to rub her stomach. “Who’s Daddy’s girl, then? Who’s Daddy’s girl?” he cooed at the animal 
in baby talk. 

He looked up when Mrs. Burrows came over to the counter. “My Hunter was with you all the time!” 
the First Officer said to her. “Thank you! And she looks so fit and well — she’s really filled out.” 


“Tt’s a bit more than that,” Mrs. Burrows said. 

“Kittens! No?” he asked, as he examined the cat. 

“Yes,” said Mrs. Burrows. 

A big, stupid grin creased the First Officer’s face. Still grinning, he stood up. He stuck a finger in the 
air as something occurred to him. “And I have a little surprise for your son.” He trundled through the 
counter and into his office. Reappearing with something hidden behind his back, he went over to Will. 

“Here,” he said, revealing what it was. 

“Awesome!” Will burst out. It was his trusty spade — his favorite possession from his time in 
Highfield. He reached for it. 

“Not so fast,” the First Officer said, teasingly putting it out of the boy’s reach. “It’s yours on one 
condition: I want you to promise never ever to clobber me with it again!” 

“Done!” Will said, taking his spade and inspecting the brightly polished blade. 

Colly wouldn’t leave the First Officer’s side and was now rubbing herself affectionately against his 
legs. “I missed her,” he mumbled. 

“She’ll be stopping here with you when we go,” Mrs. Burrows said. “It wouldn’t be fair to take her 
along.” 

“Of course,” the First Officer agreed readily, stroking the cat’s broad head and making her purr at even 
greater volume. 

“Um, Pd like to make a proposal, Celia,” Drake began, putting aside his sandwich and rising from his 
chair. “I’ve talked this through with Will . . . and we think you should remain behind in the Colony, too.” 

“O-kaaay,” Mrs. Burrows said slowly. 

“Pve got all the manpower I need for the mission,” Drake continued. “And you’ve already given us a 
glimpse of how useful you can be to the Colonists now that the Styx are out of the picture. Not least that, 
with your supersense, you’d be invaluable as an early warning system if the Styx try to pick up where they 
left off. You’ ll be able to smell them coming.” 

Mrs. Burrows considered this for a moment. “I can see the logic in that,” she said. “Yes, Pll stay, 
then.” 

Will was surprised she’d decided so quickly, but the First Officer was overjoyed. “Excellent,” he kept 
repeating as he clapped his meaty hands together. 

While everyone thought about going back to their sandwiches, Drake remained on his feet. “There’s 
something I need to air with all of you. And this involves you, too,” he said, turning to the First Officer. 

Drake slid a small attaché case from his Bergen and took it over to the counter, where he laid it on the 
worn oak surface. “As you know, our objective is to seal the inner world with the nuclear weapons. So 
that the Phase — if it’s been resumed there — is fully contained.” 

Drake undid the catches on the attaché case. Inside, there was a metal canister nestling in a foam inset, 
which he took out. 


“During the year I was held prisoner in the Laboratories, I overheard the Scientists discussing a virus,” 
Drake said, then smiled. “Academics do like to boast to each other.” 

“Tt wasn’t Dominion?” Elliott asked. 

“No, not Dominion.” Drake unscrewed the top of the canister and ever so carefully eased a small test 
tube from it. “The Scientists knew exactly what they’d unearthed in the Eternal City. They’d trialed this on 
a range of subjects, and they were in awe of what it did.” Drake held up the test tube. “This little baby is 
far more powerful and more indiscriminate than Dominion. Not just humans but the Styx and many of the 
more developed life-forms are susceptible to it. It’s deadly with a capital D.” 

“So you got it from the Laboratories?” Will said. 

“Yes. When Chester and I raided them and fortuitously rescued Celia at the same time, I had the 
opportunity to grab it from the secure vault in the secondary path lab. That was why I was late on the 
scene and Eddie got the better of me.” Drake thought of something. “By the way, none of you need to 
worry — you were all immunized against it when I gave you that shot back in the Complex. And when I 
was in London, I had my friend Charlie weaponize it — so it’s now not just transmitted by direct contact 
but by droplet nuclei transmission.” 

“That being... ?” Mrs. Burrows interjected. 

Drake’s eyes were slightly unfocused as he stared at the clear fluid in the test tube. “It can spread in air 
.. . on the wind. And I doubt there’s anything quite as lethal or as toxic anywhere on this whole blasted 
planet right now, inside or out.” 

“But you made it worse when you weaponized it. . .. Was that wise?” Mrs. Burrows asked. 

“Maybe not, but when we’re on the ground in the Colonel’s world, if all else fails I might need a 
bargaining chip. The Styx know what this virus represents. They know it will bring about what the 
scientific community calls an Extinction Event... and that means an end to their race, too.” 

He turned to the First Officer. “The reason I’m bringing you in on this is that I have enough vaccine for 
all your people.There’s a chance — a slim chance — that if it’s released in the inner world, it might 
eventually work its way up to the surface. And you’d be bang smack in its path if it does.” 

“What about Topsoilers?” the First Officer asked. 

“Parry’s got the vaccine, too,” Drake replied as he slotted the test tube back into the metal canister. 

Mrs. Burrows was frowning skeptically. “Enough for everybody?” 

Drake closed the clips on the case. “No, and there wouldn’t be time to vaccinate everybody, anyway. I 
don’t have the slightest intention of letting it loose, but ask yourselves this . . .” He took the case back to 
his Bergen, then turned to everyone, looking at them each in turn: at Sweeney, Colonel Bismarck, Elliott, 
Will, the First Officer, and finally Mrs. Burrows. “What’s worse, this deadly pathogen or the Phase? 


Because I don’t think there’s much in it.” 





THE MINERS' TRAIN chugged out of the station in the Colony as they set off on the first leg of the 
journey that would take them deep into the bowels of the Earth. Unlike the last time, when Will had 
stowed away in one of the open trucks, he was now in the guard’s car at the very end of the train. And 
although the warped timber planking that formed the sides and roof of the car had numerous gaps in it, at 
least it offered a degree of protection from the smoke and soot spewing from the locomotive up ahead as 
it began to build up a head of steam. 

Over the roar of the engine, Will could hear the pair of pure white stallions whinnying in the next car. 
The First Officer had requisitioned them from one of the Governor’s residencies — the official had kept 
them hidden away in his personal stables during the troubles, knowing that the starving masses would 
have devoured them, given half a chance. The Governor had been beside himself with rage when Cleaver 
turned up with an official letter from the newly formed Colonists’ Committee, although he’d had no choice 
but to let them go. The horses would be a real boon in the Deeps; Drake wanted to cover the distance 
across the Great Plain as quickly as possible, and the railwaymen assured him that there was bound to be 
a cart somewhere in the Miners’ Station to hitch them to. 

The guard’s car was dimly lit by a single shaded luminescent orb suspended at its rear. For a while 
Will watched the odd fiery spark as it found its way into the car, then traced a short streak in the air until 
it burned itself into invisibility. Watching the brief lives of these sparks, he found himself thinking about 
the parting from his mother. Will didn’t know quite what had changed between them, but she hadn’t given 
him the send-off he’d had on other occasions. Mrs. Burrows was aware of the risks her son would be 
facing, yet she simply hugged him in a perfunctory way and wished him good luck. 

And Will had to admit that this time he himself had felt differently about leaving her. 

Perhaps they had both changed because of all they’d been through. Or, he asked himself, was it because 
he was growing up and didn’t need his mother in the same way that he’d used to? He was still mulling this 
over when the rocking motion of the train began to make his eyelids feel heavier and heavier, and he 
drifted into sleep. 

And, as the temperature gradient gradually rose the deeper they penetrated into the Earth’s crust, none 


of them did much more than sleep and eat for the next twenty-four hours. Their journey was broken 


several times for the horses to be fed and watered, and for the huge sets of storm gates across the track to 
be cranked open to allow the train through. 

They finally drew into the Miners’ Station, and it was much as Will remembered it — a ramshackle 
row of rather unimpressive huts. He jumped from the guard’s car, his boots crunching in the layer of iron 
ore, coke, and clinkers covering the ground. Drawing in a long breath through his nose, the arid air 
evoked the time when he, Chester, and Cal had stolen through this very cavern. And Bartleby. They’d all 
been killed or touched by death, and that’s why not one of them was with him at that moment. 

He was still mulling this over as he began to walk toward the station huts but then came to an abrupt 
stop. The old Will would have taken the opportunity to explore the huts, but he found that he had no desire 
whatsoever to investigate them. It just didn’t seem important to him anymore. Instead he helped Sweeney 
and the Colonel unload the equipment while Drake went off with the Colonist engine driver and his 
assistant in search of a cart. They quickly located one, and once the stallions were harnessed and the 
equipment in place, Elliott and Drake led the way from the cavern on foot, as the Colonel drove the cart. 

Will had shown the Colonel how to wear one of Drake’s headsets, adjusting the drop-down lens over 
his eye so he could see the way clearly without the need for any light. Then Will had found himself a 
place to sit at the very rear of the cart behind the equipment, and put on his own headset. Now back in the 
familiar world of shifting orange light, he was quite content to watch the sides of the tunnel slipping by as 
Sweeney jogged along behind the cart. 

Drawing on his enhanced senses, Sweeney was scanning the tunnel behind and checking the side 
passages for any lurking Limiters, when his gaze fell on Will. 

“Hey, lazy boy,” the huge man ribbed him. “Don’t strain yourself too much.” Will was framing a 
suitably indignant response when Sweeney continued, “You know, I just love this place.” 

“What do you mean?” Will asked, shifting uncomfortably as sweat trickled down the small of his back. 
“Its hot and dusty. . . and just foul.” 

“Sure,” Sweeney answered. “But for the first time in a long time, I’m not getting any radio 
interference.” He touched one of his temples. “You have no idea what it’s like to have some tosspot of a 
DJ burbling away in your head all day and all night. Some weeks it’s not too bad, but then it suddenly 
kicks in big-time, and I have to listen to bleedin’ Ryan Seacrest prattling on whether I want to or not.” He 
curled his lip in disgust. “But in this place, there’s not a whisper . . . there’s nothing. Just glorious peace 
and quiet.” 

Will nodded to show he understood. 

“Yes, sirree, I can really see myself settling down here one day,” Sweeney said. 

They hadn’t encountered a single living soul — human, Styx, or Coprolite — as they emerged into a 
vast cavern where the ground was peppered with large, teardrop-shaped boulders. 

Will had taken advantage of the incline to stretch his legs and was jogging behind the cart alongside 


Sweeney. 


“Oh God!” the boy suddenly burst out. 

“Whassamatter?” Sweeney asked, peering around them. “Got something?” 

“No, it’s not that,” Will assured him. “I know where we are . . . and I hoped Pd never see it again. My 
brother died not far from here. And my real mum, too.” 

Sweeney was silent for several of his lumbering strides. “That’s tough, Will. I’m sorry.” 

They crossed a path of well-worn paving slabs, and an hour later the huge opening in the ground came 
into sight. 

“There itis... the Pore,” Will told Sweeney gloomily. 

Drake and Elliott had come to a stop and were waiting for everyone to catch up. 

“We’ve spotted something new,” Drake informed them. “There appear to be some huts by the side of 
the Pore.” 

Elliott had her eye glued to her rifle nightscope. “Three . . . three huts,” she confirmed. 

“We know this area well, and they weren’t there before,” Drake said. He’d spent years in this land of 
eternal night, latterly with Elliott, and as Will watched them both now, he realized they were back in their 
element. “We’re going in to investigate,’ Drake said, then he and Elliott moved ahead again. Colonel 
Bismarck followed at a distance, keeping the stallions to a steady trot, as Will and Sweeney remained on 
the lookout for any Limiters. 

When they finally reached the Pore, the continual deluge of water from above splattered their heads 
and shoulders, helping to cool them. The ground by the basic huts was strewn with deflated hot air 
balloons, and beside them a wooden platform extended almost forty feet over the huge void. Will, the 
Colonel, and Sweeney stepped around the sagging forms of the balloons as they moved to the end of it. 

Sweeney whistled as he tried to see across to the other side of the titanic void and, not finding it, 
peered down. “That’s one... big... mother. You threw yourself down it, didn’t you, Will?” he asked. 

“Didn’t have much choice at the time,” Will mumbled. It dawned on him that they were here to do 
precisely the same again. Unless Drake had a better idea, such as using one of the balloons to carry them 
down to the fungal ledge far below. 

Will began to retrace his steps along the platform, repeating to himself, “I really don’t want to do this.” 
And he really didn’t — the prospect of taking a step off the edge and pitching headlong into that black 
nothingness again filled him with unremitting dread. He sought out Drake where he and Elliott were deep 
in conversation. They fell silent as he arrived. 

“What’s the plan now?” Will demanded. “Are we really going to jump down the Pore? And how the 
heck are we going to know when we’re deep enough to find the passageway?” He was furious that the two 
of them seemed to be leaving him in the dark, just as it had been all that time ago when they’d first 
rescued him, Chester, and Cal on the Great Plain. After all he’d gone through, hadn’t he earned the right to 
know what they were intending to do? 


Drake caught the edge in the boy’s voice. “For lack of any other alternative, that was my original idea,” 


he answered. “I agree that our chances of hitting the right fungal ledge at exactly the right depth are slim at 
best. Particularly as there isn’t a radio beacon to guide us.” 

Drake slipped a tracker from a pouch on his belt. It resembled a strange-looking handgun with a dial on 
top of it and a small dish where the muzzle should have been. The tracker was able to detect the VLF, or 
Very Low Frequency, signals that the radio beacons broadcast. Will had planted these beacons at various 
points along the route he’d taken with Dr. Burrows and Elliott when they’d somehow found their way 
through to the inner world the first time. 

“Haven’t seen one of those in a while,” Will said as Drake aimed it at the Pore and depressed the 
trigger. It emitted a single click, then remained silent. Will frowned. “That’s weird,” he said. “Is it 
working properly?” 

“Tt should be. Don’t forget the beacon you left at the jump-off point on the second Pore is quite some 
distance from us,” Drake reminded him. 

“Yes, by Smoking Jean,” Will said, recalling his name for it. 

Drake nodded. “And I also agree with you that it’s going to be a bit hit-and-miss if we do a swan dive 
with the nuclear weapons tied to our ankles.” 

Will was frowning. “You don’t have a plan at all, do you?” he accused Drake. “You’re just making this 
up as you go along!” 

“That’s the way it works,” Drake replied. 

Will was shaking his head angrily. “Wow, that’s just great. So you don’t actually have a clue what 
we’re going to do next.” 

“Will,” Elliott intervened, reaching out as if to touch his shoulder but then lowering her hand to point at 
the ground. “Look at the tracks you’re on.” It was clear that something heavy had passed that way, because 
the rocks had been pulverized. “Lots of Coprolite machines went by here.” She raised her rifle to peer 
through the scope. “And I can see one of them way over there . . . around the side of the Pore. Drake and I 
think we should recce it.” 

Drake indicated the balloons by the huts. “The Styx must have been using those to get up and down, but 
from the state of them, they obviously switched to another method some time back. And I ask myself what 
that could be — did they find or even make themselves an alternative route? I think we owe it to 
ourselves to find out, don’t you?” He punched Will gently on the arm. “Happier now?” he asked, smiling 
at the boy. 

“Much,” Will replied, smiling back. 


With Will beside him in the cart, Colonel Bismarck drove the stallions along the tracks by the edge of the 
Pore. Will was soon able to make out the Coprolite digging machine. The cylindrical body of battered 
steel shone like quicksilver as he squinted through his lens. 


They came nearer and the Colonel slowed the horses, but there was no sign of either Elliott or Drake 
by the machine. 

“Where are they?” Will asked as Sweeney caught up with the cart. “And why aren’t they keeping in 
touch over the radio?” 

“Wait here,” Sweeney replied, and went to find out. 

As Will saw him reach the digger, he, too, disappeared from sight. It was a good twenty minutes before 
the horses began to stamp the ground and become agitated. Then Will heard what he thought was the 
distant rumbling of a vehicle. And it sounded heavy. 

“What’s that?” he asked, angling his head and looking around. “And where’s it coming from?” 

“There!” said the Colonel, pointing. 

Where Will had last seen Sweeney, a Coprolite digger rose into view. As it came at full pelt toward 
them, the Colonel struggled to control the horses. It stopped, spinning a hundred and eighty degrees on the 
spot, boulders popping beneath the massive rollers that bore it along. 

The rear hatch swung open, and Elliott and Sweeney dismounted into the cloud of smoke issuing from 
the machine’s exhausts. “Got ourselves a ride!” Sweeney called over to Will. 

It turned out that Drake had found the Coprolite digger fueled up and ready for use. Will didn’t question 
it — he was just relieved that there was an alternative to jumping down the Pore. 

Once all the equipment was on board and lashed down, the Colonel freed the stallions and watched 
them gallop off. “I do hope they make it back to the station,” he said with some regret. 

Then everyone boarded the digger. The interior of the vehicle was fabricated from beaten metal — 
most of it was grimy except for several areas that shone brightly from their regular use. Will took in the 
display at the navigator’s station, and the red glow coming from an inspection port in the boiler. 

Drake, sitting at the front of the vehicle, pushed in and twisted a rod to engage the engine, then 
depressed a pedal. The digger lurched forward, and he steered it around to face the opposite direction. 
Will joined Elliott and Sweeney to watch from the open hatch at the rear of the vehicle as the digger’s 
nose dipped down an incline. 

“Some tunnel!” Will shouted over the thunderous din of the vehicle. 

It was approximately forty feet to the roof, and easily as wide. 

“The Styx rounded up some Coprolites and forced them to bore this out with one of their 
megamachines!” Elliott shouted back. “But get a load of what’s coming up!” 

They roared past scores of the diggers parked at the side of the massive tunnel. Then there were what 
had to be spoil movers, judging from the scoops mounted on their fronts, and the long trains of trailers 
behind them. Will had never seen this second type of vehicle before, but he remembered Drake had told 
him that as the race of master miners dug into the rock, they were careful to infill crevices and open faults 
with the spoil as they went. They regarded the Earth as a living entity, treating it with respect and not 


wanting to cause it excessive damage with their excavations. 


Sweeney pointed. “There!” he said. 
Coprolites — a group of around thirty of them — were milling around. Although their mushroom- 
colored and bulbous suits were almost indistinguishable from the surrounding rock, light poured from the 


luminescent orbs mounted in the eye openings of their suits. 





“And some ex-Stickies,” Sweeney added. 

Will saw the bodies of Limiters sprawled on the ground and looked at Elliott, who nodded. It was 
clear a four-man team had been supervising the Coprolites. Will was wondering if Drake or Elliott, or 
both of them, had dispatched the Styx soldiers, when Drake yelled from the front. 

“OK! Batten down the hatch and buckle up!” Then when everyone was seated and strapped in, he 
floored the accelerator. 

The digger was capable of impressive speed. Sweeney, Will, and the Colonel kept the boiler well fed 
and well stoked as they went, always heading downward in this new tunnel. 

They passed what must have been a Limiter checkpoint along the way. They only knew this because 
they could hear the bullets striking the thick crystal windshield as the Styx soldiers tried to stop the 
digger. But their efforts were completely ineffectual, and everyone in the vehicle laughed and gave each 
other the thumbs-up. 


Elliott was in the co-driver’s seat beside Drake, continually checking the tracker. When Drake eased 
off the accelerator to allow Sweeney to tend to the boiler, Will took the opportunity to undo his seat 
harness and come forward. 

“We’re dead on the signal,” Elliott shouted, showing Will the twitching needle on top of the detector. 

Drake leaned over from the driver’s seat. “If this tunnel has been completed all the way down, we’re 
going to reach Smoking Jean in record time!” he said. “Maybe a few hours!” 

Will frowned. “But the journey from Martha’s shack to the submarine in Smoking Jean took us a 


week!” he pointed out. 
“You were following natural fault lines then, and wandering all over the shop. This is as the mole 


burrows,” Drake said. “It’s direct.” 
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Despite the fact he was being jostled around by the vehicle, Will dozed off in his seat. He had no idea 
how long it had been until he was rudely awoken by shouting. He at once realized that they were no longer 
traveling down an incline but were on the flat. Then he caught sight of a well-lit area through the 
windshield. 

“Yee-ha!” Drake yelled as he drove right at several Limiters in front of some sort of shack. They 
leaped from the path of the vehicle, and the digger exploded through the structure. 

“Straight ahead!” Elliott yelled, checking the tracker. 

Multiple shots struck the digger all over its hull, then an explosion lifted it clean into the air. 

As it landed, Drake was shouting and laughing. He kept his foot pressed firmly to the floor. There were 
rock outcrops in the way, but he simply smashed through them. 

Will caught sight of something familiar. Although he couldn’t hear what she was saying to Drake, 
Elliott was pointing at it. It was the tall boulder with the carving where Will had hidden one of the radio 
beacons, and where his father had leaped into Smoking Jean. 

But for the life of him, Will couldn’t think what Drake was intending to do next. The shots continued to 
rain on them from behind, so there was no way they could stop or go back. 

They were almost at the void, and still Drake kept the vehicle moving at full throttle. 

“Drake . . . what are you —? .. . DRAKE!” Will screamed at the top of his lungs as they careered past 
the tall boulder where the beacon was hidden. Will knew he was right about this because he could just 
make out the rash of clicks from the detector in Elliott’s hand. 

There was a crash as the roof of the digger caught the top of the opening on the side of Smoking Jean. 
But the digger simply crushed the rock. 

Then they weren’t on firm ground any longer. 

They were tipping into the void. 

Falling. 


Drake killed the engine, leaving just the sound of rushing air as they gently turned over. 

“Stay strapped in — in case we hit anything,” Drake advised. 

A few loose stones floated around the cabin — even now the gravity was becoming less powerful. 

And through the front windshield Will caught glimpses of the red glow of lava veins on the sides of the 
void. 

“You bloody hooligan!” Will said. “I can’t believe you just did that!” But he was laughing. 


cs 


AS THE COPROLITE digger plunged downward, it caught the tip of a fungal ledge protruding from the 
side of Smoking Jean, slamming straight through it. The obstruction caused the vehicle to flip end over 
end. Everyone was holding on tight, the motion making them feel more than a little disoriented, and 
increasingly ill. 

Worse seemed to be in store for them. 

The digger was rotating inexorably toward the side of the Pore. They watched the intermittent view 
through the windshield with bated breath, but the collision with the rock wall they were all dreading 
never came. Instead the temperature inside the cabin rocketed due to the proximity of the molten rock. 
Will was seriously asking himself if they’d all be barbecued where they sat, when, luckily, the digger 
drifted away from the lava veins and back toward the center of the Pore. And as they continued, coming 
ever closer to the bottom of Smoking Jean, the digger settled down and was hardly spinning at all. 

On several occasions a hammering echoed around the hull when they passed through bands of 
suspended rock debris, like a spaceship striking asteroid belts. 

Then, with a last jarring impact, the digger came to a standstill. An unceasing groaning sound 
reverberated through the vehicle, but at least they were no longer on the move. 

Drake unstrapped himself and floated toward the rear hatch. “Everyone OK?” he asked, looking 
around. “Someone wake Sparks up!” he exclaimed. 

Unbuckling himself, Will swam over and nudged the big man. 

“Are we there already?” Sweeney asked, yawning. 

“You’re unbelievable,” Will muttered, then he joined Drake by the hatch. Drake swiveled the handle 
and pushed. The groaning, now deafening, filled the interior. As Elliott, Sweeney, and the Colonel joined 
them, all they could see were rounded boulders bobbing up and down like apples in a barrel of water. 

Drake closed the hatch so it was easier to hear him. “Right,” he said. “We’re going to rope ourselves 
together, then we might as well make a start across this zero-grav belt of yours, Will.” 

“Um, there’s two things about that,” the boy began nervously. “First is that it’s bloody humongous, and 
there’s this thing my dad called the crystal belt across it. I really don’t know if I’ ll able to find the way.” 


Drake had the tracker in his hand. He let go of it, allowing it to spin several slow revolutions in the air 


before he caught it again. 

“Trippy,” Sweeney said. “Never been in space before.” 

Drake moved the tracker around until it let out a burst of clicks, and the needle twitched with the strong 
signal. It was pointing at the floor of the digger. “That’s the beacon you left by the Russian submarine,” he 
said. 

“We landed upside down!” Elliott observed. The complete lack of gravity where they were in the Earth 
actually meant that this made no difference to them. 

Then Drake pointed the tracker in the opposite direction — at the roof of the digger. Although the 
reaction was far weaker, it again registered a signal. “And that’ll be the beacon you planted in the opening 
on the other side of the belt, which is our way into the Colonel’s inner world. What could be simpler?” 

“Suppose,” Will sighed, still not convinced. 

“And what was the second thing on your mind?” Drake asked. 

“Can’t we go across in this Coprolite machine?” Will proposed. “It would be safer.” 

“Tt’s heavy and I want to conserve the propellants in the boosters,” Drake replied. “Better if we travel 
light.” 

With that they all got themselves ready for the crossing. As though they were survivors from a 
shipwreck, they were each linked by a length of rope to a makeshift raft, which comprised the two nuclear 
devices and their other equipment, all lashed together. 

When they exited the digger, both Drake and Will had the boosters ready. Since there was no way they 
could hear each other over all the noise from the crystal belt, Drake pointed at Will, who angled his 
booster and gave it the tiniest blip on the trigger. 

The blue flame lanced from the funnel and they were off, but in completely the wrong direction. With 
several more attempts, Will was feeling more proficient at using the booster and steered them around the 
loose aggregation of boulders where the digger had come to rest. Then they were on the way out of 
Smoking Jean and rushing toward the huge emptiness, the far-off flicker of the lights from the crystal belt 
an unimaginable distance ahead of them. 

Both Will and Drake took turns on the boosters, with Elliott continually checking the direction with the 
tracker. 

Will intentionally gave the crystal belt a wide berth, just as he and Dr. Burrows had when they’d made 
the same journey. The boosters were far more effective than using the recoil from the Sten gun. Will had 
no conception of how fast they were actually moving, but the wind in their faces was so strong it snatched 
their breath away. 

And after hours passed and they worked their way around the ethereal lights of the crystal belt, Will 
finally spotted the column of sunlight in the distance. He knew then that they were going to make it to the 


inner world. 








ONCE THEY WERE OUT of the zero-gravity belt and moving into the cone-shaped opening, the rays 
of the second sun made everything shimmer as if they were underwater. Will continued to blip his booster 
to maintain their speed while Elliott checked the readout from the tracker. There was no way she could 
hear the clicking emanating from it: The rumble from the zero-gravity belt continued to drown everything 
out. 

It was half an hour before Drake signaled that they should head for the side of the void. As soon as they 
touched down, he and Sweeney detached themselves from the raft of nuclear weapons and equipment. 
Then they slid one of the bombs into position behind a large rock, securing it in place with a rope. Drake 
immediately opened a hatch in its side and began to prep it for detonation. 

“We did it,” Elliott sighed wearily, as she lay down in the scree. 

“Yep. Never ever thought we’d be here again,” Will said, slumping next to her. They shared a bar of 
chocolate, washing it down with water from a canteen. There was a loud gurgling noise, and Will looked 
away in embarrassment. 

“Ohhhh,” he groaned. “It’s messed up my stomach again.” 

“Mine, too.” Elliott laughed. “It’s the low gravity, isn’t it?” 

Will didn’t reply as he peered around in an attempt to find a feature he recognized from the last time 
they were there. He thought of the ledge where he, Elliott, and Dr. Burrows had landed, all of them 
immediately falling into a dead sleep because they were so thoroughly exhausted. 

Will regarded the small Alpine plants around him — they were clinging on to the scree with trailing 
root systems like unraveled cotton, and there was also a number of the dwarf trees with tortured trunks. 
He could tell from the abundance of vegetation that they must have long since passed the ledge he’d been 
looking for. Realizing it was futile to try to find anything familiar — the vast scale of the place made that 
highly unlikely — he shut his eyes. 

“Are you thinking about the Doc?” Elliott asked gently. 

“The Doc?” he said, blinking his eyes open again. It took him a moment to work out who Elliott was 
referring to. She was using her and Drake’s nickname for his stepfather, Dr. Burrows. 


“I suppose that means you weren’t,” Elliott decided after he failed to reply. 


“No, I wasn’t, and, you know . . . I don’t think about him so much anymore,” Will admitted. “It’s funny 
— but you’ve got your dad back now, and I sort of feel as though mine’s gone. If all those years of 
Darklighting made him the way he was, then everything he did and said wasn’t really him . . . and he 
doesn’t seem so” — Will frowned, trying to come up with the right word — “important . . . so important 
to me any longer,” he said eventually. 


“He was still your father,” Elliott reminded him. 
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Drake finally closed the panel in the casing of the nuclear weapon, replacing the screws to secure it, then 
rejoined everyone. Sweeney and the Colonel had attached a harness around the remaining bomb so that it 
would be easier to carry. 

“Okeydoke,” Drake said, unhitching a radio detonator from his belt and pressing a sequence of buttons. 
Sweeney had an identical detonator in his hand. “Check?” Drake asked. 

“Check,” Sweeney confirmed. 

“Good — that’s one nuke ready to rock ’n’ roll,” Drake announced. 

“Was ist das rock ’n’ roll?” the Colonel asked. 

“Oh, sorry, I meant that it’s primed,” Drake explained. “I’ve also taken the precaution of installing an 
anti-tamper fuse on the inspection panel, and a trembler. So in the unlikely event that the Styx were to 
come all the way down here and stumble across our little surprise, it’ll go off as they attempt to open or 
move it... and the job will be done. This opening will be one almighty mass of fused silica, and nothing 
will ever get through again.” He turned to look down at the darkness of the zero-gravity belt. “Not that it’s 
a viable route to the surface for them, anyway.” 

“And the second bomb?” Elliott asked. 

“You and Colonel Bismarck know the terrain, so I want you to help me locate the Ancients’ passage,” 
Drake replied. He squinted up at the sun. “If we use both boosters on full power, we can really motor it as 
far as we can get to the top. Then we’ll lug the device the rest of the way. And thank God for the low 
gravity.” 

The boosters did help, but when the frequent bursts from them weren’t enough to counter the increasing 
pull of gravity, everybody had to muck in. In pairs they took turns to haul the nuclear weapon up the forty- 
five-degree incline, and it was a good twelve hours before they arrived at the massive crater that marked 
the top of the void. 

“Here are we,” Drake said, putting on a pair of sunglasses. “Hope you all remembered to pack some 
sunblock.” 

They were covered in the red soil, and so exhausted and cramped from the climb that they could hardly 
stand. 


Sweeney stretched his back with a groan. As he removed his hat to mop his forehead, the full force of 


the globe in the sky above hit him. “Crikey!” he gasped. “That’s bright. It’s worse than the bloomin’ 
tropics.” 

“Welcome to the Garden of the Second Sun,” Will said. “Or, according to what my dad thought, Eden.” 

“Pretty bloody far from my idea of Eden,” Sweeney complained, putting his hat back on and surveying 
the surrounding foothills, which were covered with patchy woodland. 

“Try jumping,” the Colonel suggested to Drake and Sweeney. 

The two men regarded him for a moment, then Sweeney crouched down and leaped into the air. He 
reached three or four times the height he’d have been able to achieve Topsoil. They heard him chortling as 
he came back to Earth. He immediately jumped again, using his powerful legs to drive himself even 
higher. When he landed, he had a look of schoolboy glee on his face. 

“Maybe this place isn’t so bad, after all.” He grinned. 


Drake, Elliott, and Colonel Bismarck left with the nuclear device, and Sweeney found somewhere he and 
Will could wait out. He chose a depression on the side of the nearest foothill. It didn’t exactly give them 
much protection from the sun, but at least they weren’t in full view if any Styx decided to wander by. 

Meanwhile, Elliott didn’t take long to locate the stream that would lead them to the waterfall and the 
entrance to the Ancients’ passage. But as they emerged from the jungle, what the three of them saw 
stopped them dead in their tracks. 

The waterfall shielding the entrance had been dammed, and there was no sign of the idyllic pool, with 
the iridescent dragonflies, that it had originally drained into. 

But that wasn’t what brought them to a halt. 

As far as the eye could see, the trees had been cut down and the jungle turned into fields of sun- 
hardened mud. And on these fields an unbelievable number of tanks, personnel carriers, large-bore guns, 
and military aircraft had been assembled, all carefully arranged in ranks as if ready to bring into the 
tunnel at a moment’s notice. 

“My army” was all Colonel Bismarck could murmur as he shook his head in disbelief. 

“We didn’t get here a moment too soon,” Drake said. “If the Styx had finished widening the way 
through, this little lot would have found its way Topsoil . . . as toys for the Styx Warrior Class.” Drake 
was already scanning between the lines of equipment. “And there are bound to be sentries dotted about — 
we need to get in and out as quickly as we can.” 

As Elliott kept watch, Drake and the Colonel took the bomb into the passage. Once they’d rejoined 
Elliott, Drake again used his radio detonator to prime it, pressing the sequence of buttons. 

“Rock ’n’ roll?” Colonel Bismarck asked. 

Drake nodded. “All done. Let’s get back to Will and Sparks at the rendezvous, then we can all go home 


again,” he said. 


“I am home,” Colonel Bismarck pointed out. 
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Will and Sweeney had heard rumbles of distant thunder, but then there was a mighty peal, accompanied a 
moment later by a searing blue flash of lightning. It was visible even through the blinding sunlight. 

“Whoa! What a buzz!” Sweeney said, clapping a hand to the side of his head. “That gave the old 
capacitors a jolt.” 

“So lightning affects you, too?” Will asked. 

“Only if it’s a full-on electrical storm,” Sweeney replied. 

“Well, you get plenty of those in this place,” Will told him. “Are you going to be all r —” 

“Hold on,” Sweeney interrupted him as he extracted his walkie-talkie from his pocket and read the 
small LCD. “It’s Drake. They’re not far now. It’s almost showtime.” 

“And we only just got here,” Will said, but as tired as he was, he couldn’t have been happier that their 
mission was nearly over and that they would soon be leaving the inner world. 

He and Sweeney heaved their Bergens on. As they started toward the crater, the wind picked up and 
the sun was obscured by angry black clouds. 

Sweeney spotted Drake and the others emerge from the tree line in the distance. And, as the two groups 
came together by the lip of the crater, they found themselves in the middle of a full-blown monsoon. 

“Nice weather,” Drake joked as soon as he was close enough to them. Taking his sunglasses off, he 
blinked the rain from his eyes. 

“No problems with the locals?” Sweeney asked. 

Drake quickly told him and Will about the huge amount of New Germanian hardware they’d seen 
waiting to be transported to the outer surface. “Sealing the route through should put a crimp in the Styx’s 
plans, once and for all,” he said. “And they won’t be able to reexcavate the Ancients’ passage for a good 
few decades because the rock will be too radioactive.” 

The water was bucketing down around them, already forming large puddles on the ground. Not more 
than a couple of hundred feet away, a blinding spike of electricity struck the earth with such power that it 
left a small sizzling crater. 

“Holy smokes!” Sweeney shouted, slapping his forehead. 

“Let’s get down there, shall we?” Drake proposed, glancing over his shoulder at the crater, then back 
at Sweeney with concern. 

“T’m not coming,” the Colonel announced abruptly. He was shouting to make himself heard over the 
sound of the wind and the torrential rain. “This is my country. I want to try to salvage what I can.” 

“But how are you going to do that, Colonel?” Drake asked. “All by yourself?” 

Colonel Bismarck indicated his Bergen. “I have a Purger in there. Maybe I can deprogram enough of 


my men to take on the Styx.” 


Drake stepped over to him and shook his hand. “Good luck.” 

“Good luck to you,” Colonel Bismarck replied, looking at each of them in turn. 

“There should be minimal radiation up here from the nukes,” Drake told Colonel Bismarck. “But get 
yourself as far away as you can, just in case. You’ve got time, because I won’t detonate them until we’re 
well into the zero-grav belt. PU —” 

He never finished the sentence as a shot rang out. Colonel Bismarck looked down at his chest, where 
blood from a gaping hole was mixing with the rainwater. It was a precise shot to the heart, and there was 
no question that he’d been fatally wounded. 

He dropped to the ground, and everyone whipped around to see who was behind them. 

“Nobody’s going to detonate anything,” Rebecca One said. 

“No!” Will gasped. 

As if it wasn’t enough that the Styx twin was standing there, beside her was Vane. It was the first time 
that Will or Elliott had seen a Styx woman for themselves. Their eyes widened at the sight of the woman’s 
cheeks puffed out by the three egg tubes wreathing in her mouth like snakes, and her limbs consisting of 
not much more than muscle and bone, while her abdomen was hugely distended. 

She and Rebecca One were flanked on either side by a pair of Limiters, their weapons trained on Will 
and the others. 

“Didn’t see us sneaking up on you, did you?” Rebecca One said smarmily. “Pretty sloppy for you, 
Drake.” 

Will realized they must have approached around the inside lip of the crater. There was probably one of 
the odd-looking Drache Achgelis twin-rotor helicopters hidden in the jungle not far from where they 
were. 

“Nice to finally meet you in the flesh,” Drake said tightly. He had his assault rifle slung over his 
shoulder and his hands in his pockets. Will couldn’t believe that he appeared to be so relaxed, given the 
circumstances. “How did you know we were here? Did you pick up the radio signals?” Drake asked. 

Rebecca One shook her head. 

“Tt was me,” Vane said, fluid spraying from her cracked black lips. “I smelled another female in heat.” 
She was staring straight at Elliott. “Why aren’t you joining with us in the Phase?” 

“Me?” Elliott mouthed wordlessly. 

“Golly, Gargoyle Lady can talk!” Sweeney chimed in as he smiled at Vane. 

Her face creasing with fury, Vane reared toward him, three pairs of insect limbs flailing out from her 
shoulders. 

“That’s new,” Will whispered as Elliott shot a glance at him. 

“IT... want... him,” Vane growled at Sweeney, one of the egg tubes poking from her mouth. “I want to 
lay my babies in him.” 


Sweeney chuckled mirthlessly. “There’s an offer I can’t refuse.” 


Vane’s insect limbs threshed furiously at this impertinence. 

Rebecca One placed a hand on the Styx woman’s arm. “All in good time, Vane,” she said. “First, we’re 
all professionals here, so I don’t think you’ll be wildly surprised that I want you to lay down your 
weapons. My men have you in their sights, so no funny stuff.” 

Thinking that it was all over, Will and Elliott had begun to comply, when Drake spoke. He had slipped 
his hands from his pockets. 

“No,” he said. 

“Oh, please,” Rebecca One sighed wearily. “Let’s not prolong this. You can’t escape — and I’ve got 
another detachment of men on the way. Take a look for yourselves if you don’t believe me.” 

Will and the others turned to see. Along the side of the crater, there must have been forty or so New 
Germanian troops running in formation, a Limiter leading them. They were minutes away. 

As the rain continued to beat down, Drake slowly raised his arms. “No, I won’t do what you say. In 
this hand I have the detonator,” he said coolly. “One teeny-weeny press and the nukes detonate and you’re 
stranded in this world forever. And if you think you might be able to stop me with a shot, then look at what 
Sparks is holding.” 

Sweeney held up his identical detonator. 

“Tf that isn’t enough, I have something rather special from your Laboratories in my other hand,” Drake 
said. As he revealed it with a flourish, the blue flash of a lightning strike reflected from the small test 
tube. 

He had Rebecca One’s attention now. “What’s that?” she asked. 

“T snitched it from the vaults in your Laboratories before I leveled the building. I’d heard rumors from 
the Scientists that you had something like it. You know how academics like to show off.” Drake agitated 
the test tube, the fluid inside spinning around. “My immunologist friend says it’s the most virulent 
pathogen he’s ever encountered. He says the prospect of it getting out makes him shiver because it’s 
capable of killing just about every complex life-form on the planet. Is that why the Scientists never 
deployed it, because it’s indiscriminate? Because it kills Styx, too?” Drake smiled. “Is all this ringing a 
bell with you, Becky, dear?” 

“Don’t call me that,” she fumed, but her bluster had gone. 

“And my friend Charlie tinkered with it. With a little bit of genetic manipulation, it’s now not solely 
waterborne in its distribution but airborne, too. So it’s spread by the wind, and it kills in a few hours. 
Very bloody nasty.” Drake raised his eyebrows. “And have you had the vaccine for it? No? I didn’t think 
so. Shame — all of us have.” 

“You’re bluffing,” Rebecca One said. She turned to Vane. “He’s bluffing. He won’t use the virus 
because it might find its way to the surface. He’s not going to take the risk.” She swung to Drake. “I don’t 
care what you say, because there’s no way I’m backing off. So we’ve got ourselves a complete stalemate 


here.” 


All of a sudden, a line in the ground seemed to burst open behind one of the pairs of Limiters. Will had 
the briefest glimpse of an extremely thin man with an unruly beard and the palest of faces. The man caught 
the first of the two Limiters completely unawares, slashing the Styx soldier’s throat. 

“Jiggs!” Drake exclaimed. 

The second Limiter had more time to put up a fight; as he and Jiggs struggled with each other, they 
tipped over into the crater and out of sight. 

Sweeney took full advantage of the distraction, covering the ground at superhuman speed. In a blur 
he’d disarmed the other two Limiters, quite literally tearing one of the soldier’s heads from his torso, 
using only his bare hands. 

Although it all happened in not much more than the blink of an eye, Will allowed himself to think they 
might be in the clear. 

Until the Styx twin shouted at him. 

“You’re not getting out of this one, Will!” Rebecca One cried. “Not this time!” 

She’d drawn her handgun and was pointing it directly at him. 

Will was frozen to the spot. 

Rebecca One’s finger tightened on the trigger. 

In a heartbeat, Drake was on the move. 

“Sparks!” he cried, flinging the test tube at him as he put himself in the way of the bullet meant for 
Will. It struck Drake in the shoulder, but his momentum was enough to carry him forward. As Rebecca 
One went for a second shot, he swept her over into the crater with him. 

Vane had joined the fray, but she’d set her sights on Elliott. The Styx woman pounced at the girl, 
knocking her to the ground. The egg tubes were out of her mouth and trying to insert themselves into 
Elliott’s. 

Will had his Sten up and was attempting to get a clear shot at the Styx woman. But Vane knew this, and 
kept rolling over, taking Elliott with her. Will dropped his Sten, instead trying to pry the woman off with 
his hands. 

But, as if they had minds of their own, the pairs of insect limbs were lashing at him like animated 
lengths of barbed wire. As he came close to Vane, one of the limbs raked across his face, opening up a 
gash on his cheek. 

An egg tube sank into Elliott’s mouth. The girl was shouting with alarm, but it was garbled. 

Will could see a pod squeezing down the tube. 

“Come here, blondie,” Sweeney growled. He wrenched Vane from Elliott, the woman’s insect limbs 
bunched together in one of his massive hands. The Styx woman could do nothing as she was lifted from 
the ground, her legs kicking ineffectually. 

Sweeney turned to the approaching Styx Limiter and troop of New Germanians, Vane suspended high in 


the air. She was wailing like a banshee, liquid spraying everywhere. “You make tracks right now, or PI 


squash Ugly here under my foot!” he shouted. 
The Limiter hesitated. 
“Shove off, Sticky!” Sweeney shouted. He shook Vane threateningly. “I’m not going to tell you again!” 
The Limiter didn’t have much idea of what had just happened, but in the absence of any other orders, 
he couldn’t put Vane’s life at risk. So he and the New Germanian squad turned the way they’d come. 
“Drake!” Elliott gasped as she picked herself up. She and Will tore to the edge of the crater and peered 
in. Although they’d already fallen a long way, they could see that Drake and Rebecca One were still 
locked together in their struggle with each other. 


Lower and lower they fell, spinning dizzyingly around. Drake’s arm was broken at the shoulder and he 
couldn’t move it. And although his hand was numb and his fingers unresponsive, he hadn’t let go of the 
detonator. With his other arm he was trying to stop Rebecca One from taking a shot at him. 

But he was losing blood and could feel himself succumbing to shock. Drawing on his last reserves of 
energy, he managed to wrestle the pistol from her grip. It went spinning off, but now she tried to gouge at 
his face and eyes with her nails. 

He had a glimpse of the side of the void, a red blur as it flashed past him. He realized how far they’d 
fallen. 

He knew he probably wasn’t far from the nuclear device he’d planted. 

But he didn’t know if Sweeney would detonate it with him directly in the blast radius. 

He couldn’t take that risk. 

At that moment, Drake knew he was likely to lose his life. 

Rebecca One was preventing him from reaching the detonator with his good hand. But he had to reach 
it somehow. 

That was when he remembered the booster attached to the side of his Bergen. He stopped shielding his 
face from the twin’s vicious onslaught and managed to detach the booster and fire it up. The propellant 
mix was still on the maximum setting from when he’d last used the booster. 

He and the Rebecca twin accelerated down the rest of the void, quickly reaching breakneck speed. 

Drake angled the booster so that they went into a spin. His limp arm swung into his field of vision and 
into his reach. 

They were still moving at an incredible rate as he cut the booster and snatched the detonator from his 
numb fingers. 

He and Rebecca One had almost reached the zero-gravity belt. Drake knew he was still far too close to 
the nuclear device. 

But that didn’t matter now. 


He clicked the arming button. 


The detonator in Sweeney’s hand bleeped as it picked up the signal. 
He glanced at it. 
“BOMB!” Sweeney screamed at Will and Elliott. “GET OUT OF HERE NOW!” 
They weren’t about to argue with him. 


They sprinted away from the edge of the crater, the low gravity helping them as they fled. 
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“Nice knowing you, Becky,” Drake said to the Styx twin as they left the void and burst into the zero- 
gravity belt, still moving at phenomenal speed. 

She saw he was smiling. 

Then she saw his finger was poised over a button on the detonator. 

Her lips began to form the word no, but she never uttered it as Drake pressed down. 


There was a blinding flash, as bright as a thousand surs. 
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Sweeney swung the struggling Styx woman in front of him. “I can’t get away in time.” 

He moved Vane closer to him. 

“The EMP will fry my circuits.” 

He contemplated the Styx woman’s wriggling egg tubes as they dripped liquid. He knew he should 
probably kill her, but at that moment life had become sacred to him. All life. 

“Give us a last kiss, darl —” he whispered to her. 

As the nuclear device went off down in the void, the electromagnetic pulse swept over him. 

The grids on Sweeney’s face instantly glowed white hot, the skin around them burning, and two small 
plumes of smoke issued from his ears. 

Then as the circuitry in his head reached critical point, his head simply exploded. Like a massive 
felled tree, he toppled over, taking the Styx woman with him. 

The Earth shook, and a torrent of dust and debris shot from the crater. But this lasted for less than a 
second, as the bottom of the void closed in on itself. 

As Vane tried to extricate herself from under the huge man, she was cackling maniacally. Apart from a 
few broken ribs, she believed she’d escaped. 

But in the aftershock of the bomb, she’d failed to hear the tiny tinkle of glass as Sweeney hit the 
ground, crushing the test tube in his hip pocket. 

By the time the Limiter General reached the scene half an hour later, Vane had lesions on her skin and 


was coughing up blood. When he tried to find out from her what had happened, she was too feverish and 


didn’t make any sense. 

He naturally assumed it was radiation sickness. That was, until the Styx Limiter and the garrison of 
New Germanians who’d been present at the crater all began to show identical symptoms. Even though, in 
theory, they hadn’t been close enough to the blast to be badly affected. 

Within twelve hours, Vane and every one of the soldiers had died from the fever. 

The Limiter General himself, having returned to the city of New Germania, collapsed and died shortly 
afterward. 

And, blown on the dry winds, the pathogen spread. 

And spread. 





AT THE KITCHEN TABLE, Stephanie was browsing through a magazine she’d read more times than 
she cared to remember. As her grandfather entered, she looked up expectantly. 

“Any news?” she asked. 

“T got Parry, but I’m afraid he still hasn’t heard anything,” Old Wilkie said as he put the satphone on the 
dresser. 

“Nothing? So we still don’t know if Will’s OK.” 

Her grandfather shook his head. He opened his bag to extract two rabbits he’d just shot, and laid them 
on the table. Stephanie wrinkled her nose in disgust. 

“How’s Chester doing?” Old Wilkie asked. 

“Same old, same old. Just sitting there, like he always does,” she replied. 

Old Wilkie nodded. “What about those books I got for him? Parry says he enjoys reading.” 

“He’s, like, whatever. Can’t say I blame him, though. I started one of them called” — she groped for 
the title — “The Highland Mole or something.” She rolled her eyes as she stuck her tongue out. “Talk 
about being, like, completely unrealistic.” Shaking her head, she dropped her gaze to the magazine article 
she had, for the umpteenth time, been poring over, with the title “X Factor — The Future of Britain’s 
Talent.” 

“He likes those types of books,” Old Wilkie countered. “Just go and spend some time with him, will 
you? Try to get him to talk.” 

Letting out a sigh, Stephanie slapped her magazine shut and rose from the table. As she reached the 
door, she pushed it open a fraction to peer into the adjoining room. Chester was simply staring through the 
window at the sky above the sea. 

As she went in, he quickly lifted the book in his lap. He didn’t look at her, pretending to be immersed 
in the story. 

Stephanie regarded him for a moment. He’d lost a lot of weight in the months they’d been in the 
cottage. And although there were some spectacular views from the cliffs where they were in 
Pembrokeshire, he never ventured out. The old Chester would have liked it there, probably going for long 
walks along the coastal paths. 


But not now. He didn’t want to talk to her or anyone else. There was no interest in anything any longer. 
He just wanted to be left alone with his grief. 

Stephanie turned and went back into the kitchen, where her grandfather was gutting the first of the 
rabbits. 


On the very top of the pyramid, deep in the jungle, Will was facing where he knew the city of New 
Germania lay. 

“T don’t ever want to go back there. Never again,” he said. “It was awful.” 

Elliott stepped beside him. “Don’t say that — we might need to fetch some more supplies.” 

But she, too, didn’t sound very happy about the prospect of a second expedition to collect canned foods 
and clothes from the silent shops. Together they’d walked the flyblown, deserted streets, the stench of the 
dead in their nostrils everywhere they went. 

“We have all we need right here,” Will insisted, lowering his gaze to their old base in the giant tree, 
where they were living again. 

A flock of bright blue parrots had gathered in the low branches beside it. They came every day, hoping 
for some scraps of food. Or maybe it was because not just all the humans and the Styx had been wiped out 
by the virus, but most of the mammalian species in the inner world, too, and they were simply seeking the 
company of other living beings. 

One of the parrots cawed noisily, as if it was complaining about having to wait for some leftovers. 

“I saw one of the bushmen this morning,” Will said. 

Elliott looked at him. With all the other predators eliminated from the inner world, the strange race of 
humanoids with their woody skin was the only thing that could pose a threat to them. 

“Tt wasn’t far from the spring. I was stepping over what I thought was a log on the ground, when I saw 
it had eyes. So it looks like they’re all dead, too.” Will sighed. “It’s just us and the birds and the fish left.” 

Elliott nodded. “Speaking of fish, guess what we’re having for lunch.” 

“Er... fish?” Will said, playing along with her. 

“No. Mangoes,” she replied, laughing as he made a face. She fell silent for a moment. “You were 
looking for the Doc again, weren’t you?” 

Will believed that the Limiters had dumped his father’s body in the jungle somewhere close by, and 
was determined to find it. He and Elliott had already buried Colonel Bismarck and what was left of 
Sweeney’s body beside the spring. 

Without being aware he was doing it, Will turned to glance at the place on the top of the pyramid where 
his father had been gunned down by Rebecca Two. 

“Yes, I was,” Will confessed. “Even if Dad wasn’t who I thought he was, he has a right to a proper 


burial. I owe him that.” 


“And what about you?” Elliott asked suddenly. “What if, all those years ago in Highfield, the Styx used 
their Dark Light on you, and turned you into someone else . . . someone that I fell in love with?” 

“What?” Will said quickly, turning to her. 

“You heard,” she said softly, putting her arms around him. 

And he did the same, holding her tight. 





EPILOGUE 


“Emma, I’m sorry it didn’t work out for you,” Rebecca Two said, holding the door open for the long- 
limbed girl with tawny hair. 

“So am I,” Emma replied, the regret evident in her eyes. 

An hour earlier she’d been in the sauna with Alex, the heat turned up as a Darklit human was thrown at 
her feet. It had been the masseur who had worked at the health farm, a choice specimen with his highly 
muscled body. 

But, despite the proximity to Alex, Emma hadn’t changed. She’d experienced the shooting pains across 
her shoulders and the gagging sensation in her throat where her as-yet-undeveloped egg tube nestled, but 
that had been it. 

She hadn’t been induced because, quite simply, she wasn’t ready for the Phase yet. 

“Don’t be a stranger,” Rebecca Two said as Emma made her way to the waiting car. The girl was 
crestfallen and didn’t answer, just took her seat in the vehicle. She’d go back to the elite girls’ private 
school as if nothing had happened, and neither would her Topsoiler family be any the wiser about where 
she’d spent her Saturday. 

Rebecca Two remained outside in the chill of the late afternoon, watching the gray saucer of the sun as 
it slowly dipped toward the horizon. Without any warning, tears began to well up in her eyes. 

When they’d returned Topsoil, it had been confirmed by a Limiter patrol that the passage into the inner 
world was impenetrable, sealed by what they thought had been a nuclear explosion. A second Limiter 
patrol had been tasked with the unpredictable journey through the zero-gravity belt but hadn’t yet reported 
back in. This might have been because they’d perished in the attempt, but Rebecca Two wasn’t expecting 
good news, anyway. 

She’d had this feeling in her for weeks. It was as if part of her had suddenly been lopped off and, in its 
place, there was a dark shadow. Something had gone terribly wrong, and her twin sister was either in 
difficulty. Or dead. 

She just knew it. 

As she sniffed and wiped her eyes, the old Styx appeared beside her. He gave her a lingering glance. It 
wasn’t done for Styx to show such emotion, and he might have rebuked her if there hadn’t been more 
pressing matters to attend to. 


“You need to see this.” 


He led her inside the building and up the steps to the viewing area at the end of the swimming pool. 

As Rebecca Two peered down, she saw that the water was a murky brown from the blood and decay 
of the many corpses on the walkways around the pool. Plump Warrior larvae slithered along the tiles, 
while others had already gone into pupation, their chrysalises hanging from the walls. 

“So? What am I looking at?” she asked curtly. 

“There,” the old Styx said. 

She followed his gaze to a far corner of the pool. The water began to broil, then, with a massive 
splash, something burst from the surface and landed on the tiles. 

With the filthy water draining from it, she could see a form the size of a man, but it was almost 
transparent, like a shrimp. Clear fluids pumped around its body as its gills fanned open, and it howled 
like nothing Rebecca Two had ever heard before. 

“So it’s not just a myth,” she whispered in awe. “It’s the Armagi.” 
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This is not my true country, I have lived banish’d from my true country, I now go back there, 
I return to the celestial sphere where every one goes in his turn. 


Salut au Monde! by Walt Whitman (1819 — 1892) The truth is that there is only one terminal dignity — 


love. And the story of a love is not important — what is important is that one is capable of love. It is 
perhaps the only glimpse we are permitted of eternity. 


Helen Hayes, actor (1900 — 1993) 


Previously, in Spiral ... 


ill and Drake learn from Eddie, the former Limiter, that the Styx race is entering the Phase, a stage 
Wi their lifecycle which has occurred only two or three times down the millennia. A new Phase 
would mean the rapid production of an army of Styx Warrior Class Limiters, with devastating 
consequences for the country as they cut a swathe through the Topsoil population. 

Drake’s father, Parry, mounts a military operation to destroy a warehouse in which the Phase is taking 
place. It is thought that all the Styx women have been eliminated and that the Phase has been averted, until 
a security video on a hard drive reveals that two have managed to escape the net. One of these women, 
Hermione, goes to ground in Topsoil England, while the other, Vane, travels to the inner world. Each of 
them intends to restart the Phase, although a successful outcome is far from guaranteed. 

That’s the good news. 

The bad news is that Styx mythology tells of a possible second reproduction cycle, effectively a 
backstop in the instance that the Phase is not able to proceed. This would have even worse implications 
for the human race as the far deadlier Armagi would be spawned, killing beasts capable of rapidly 
adapting to different environments, and of regenerating after injury. 

As Will and the team regroup to plan their next move, Danforth has come up with his own plan to defect 
to the Styx. But when he makes his move, he brings about the death of Chester’s parents and entombs 
everyone in the Complex, Parry’s government stronghold deep in a Scottish mountain. 

After the team eventually manage to escape from the Complex, Parry and Eddie remain Topsoil with 
members of the Old Guard and Eddie’s former Limiters, their brief to track down and kill Hermione. 
Anticipating that her sister, Vane, is going to attempt to use the population of New Germania as the hosts 
in a new Phase, Drake leads Will, Elliott, Sweeney and Colonel Bismarck on a mission to the inner 
world. Their task is to seal the Ancients’ passage and the pore, the only two ways in or out of the inner 
world, with nuclear explosions. 

However, before the devices can be detonated, Drake and his team are surprised at the pore by Vane, 
Rebecca One and a squad of Limiters. 

Colonel Bismarck is shot dead by the Limiters and, in the ensuing struggle, help comes from an 
unexpected quarter. To Drake and the others’ complete surprise, Jiggs has shadowed them to the inner 
world and now springs into action. He slashes the throat of one Limiter, and then takes a second out of the 
running by sweeping him over into the pore with him. Drake is forced to do the same with the Styx twin, 
but is still able to remotely detonate the nuclear bomb as he falls towards the zero-gravity belt. 

Sweeney loses his life because he is too close to the electromagnetic pulse from the nuclear explosion, 
and it fries the circuits in his head. As he topples to the ground, he crushes a test tube in his pocket and 
inadvertently releases a deadly virus sourced from the Eternal City, which wipes out not just every human 
and Styx present in the inner world, but virtually all other species. Will and Elliott survive the virus 
because they have been vaccinated against it, but they are now sealed in Dr Burrows’ ‘Garden of the 
Second Sun’, seemingly with no way to return Topsoil. 

And on the surface in a remote cottage on the Pembrokeshire coast, Old Wilkie and his granddaughter 
Stephanie care for Chester as he tries to deal with the death of his parents. 

Although the Phase in the inner world has been forestalled, Hermione’s efforts on the surface have 
borne fruit, and the deadly Armagi are spawned. 


This final instalment in the Tunnels series picks up the story just minutes before the nuclear explosion in 


the pore, as Jiggs battles for his life ... 


Prologue 


he battle would end with one of them dead. 
Hands gripped wrists, arms taut as metal hawsers, muscles shaking from extreme exertion. 

They strained and resisted, man and Styx testing each other time and time again as their blades reflected 
the sun far above, which grew ever smaller as they continued to fall. 

The Limiter’s lips were drawn back and his teeth bared as he swore in the Styx language, but Jiggs was 
completely silent. 

They’d been locked in mortal combat from the first instant that Jiggs had swept the Limiter over into the 
void with him. The Styx had lost his long rifle early on when Jiggs kicked it from his grip but, in the blink 
of an eye, he’d drawn out his scythe. In any case, at such close quarters a bladed weapon would always 
be the preference. 

Without the element of surprise to help him, Jiggs had known that despatching the second Limiter 
wasn’t going to be easy. The first had been caught completely unawares as the perfectly placed strike with 
a combat knife severed his jugular. The Limiter had died with a frown on his face, still asking himself 
how the thin, bearded man had been able to appear from nowhere. 

And now Jiggs was pitted against the second Styx soldier as they performed the macabre acrobatic 
display. Their deadly intent bound them together like shackles because neither would release the knife 
hand of the other, as that would spell instant death. So the contest went on, both adversaries knowing there 
was to be no intervention from a comrade, no relief from the topography, because it was just them and the 
rushing air. 

Physically they were pretty evenly matched: both had that strength of sinew and honed muscle that years 
of service had brought, Jiggs in the jungles of the world where he had been sent in for solo recon 
missions, and the Limiter from his lengthy tours in the Deeps. 

But, little by little, the Limiter was beginning to gain the upper hand. He seemed to have reserves of 
energy that went beyond those of any human. As they grappled with each other, turning slow spirals 
through the air, he’d managed to clamp Jiggs’ legs together with his own in a scissor move. And now that 
Jiggs was caught in this inflexible lock, the Limiter was pushing with all his might, applying pressure to 
his opponent’s back. Jiggs could feel his spine beginning to strain — he didn’t know much more of this it 
could take. 

And the vicious curved scythe was moving closer and closer to his neck. 

The sun was growing ever more remote and the shadows beginning to merge as Jiggs caught a rush of 
colour in the corner of his eye. Because the void was cone-shaped, the chances of hitting the sides were 
increasing the further they fell, and Jiggs had seen precisely that — he’d glimpsed the forty-five-degree 
gradient coated with a dark brown residue which several months earlier Dr Burrows had said was some 
kind of naturally occurring bitumen. 

Jiggs knew that a collision with the side could be his salvation — as things stood, he was losing and 
needed to buy himself some breathing space. And quick. 

Then they crashed into the slope, rolling over each other as they tumbled chaotically down it, quickly 
becoming pasted in the sticky bitumen. Due to the marked reduction in gravity at that depth in the void, 
they weren’t so much falling down the slope as bouncing down it, in a manner similar to the motion of a 


pebble carried along the bed of a river. 

‘Yes! Jiggs thought to himself, as the Limiter lost his grip on his legs. 

Then they entered a stretch of the slope covered with the stunted trees, branches whipping their faces as 
they tumbled through them, and the struggle growing even more confused as they strove to hold each other 
at bay. 

Rolling off a small escarpment, they found themselves thrown into mid-air again. 

Jiggs’ defence seemed to waver, as though his arms were giving out. The Limiter seized the 
opportunity. Twisting his upper body, he drove his scythe at Jiggs’ neck in one almighty effort. 

Although Jiggs managed to deflect it, the tip of the scythe caught him along the collarbone. As it ripped 
through the material of his combat jacket, he was fortunate that the shoulder strap of his Bergen prevented 
it from doing much harm to the flesh beneath. 

But the Limiter had drawn first blood. Believing the battle had turned in his favour, he immediately 
went for a second strike at his opponent’s neck. 

Exactly what Jiggs had been hoping for. 

He’d allowed the Limiter his small victory because he had seen what was fast approaching. 

And just as Jiggs had intended, the Limiter had been so distracted that he hadn’t spotted the massive 
outcrop of rock they were about to cannon into as they gravitated towards the side again. 

At the last moment, Jiggs arched his body, controlling their flight. Then they hit the rock. 

With a resounding crack, the Limiter’s skull took the impact full on. His body went slack — given a few 
seconds he might have recovered, but Jiggs wasn’t about to allow that to happen. 

He rammed his combat knife into the Styx’s chest, just below the clavicle. 

As he detached himself from the lifeless Limiter, Jiggs didn’t have time to dwell on his victory. There 
was only one thought in his mind; he knew he was already far below the nuclear device that Drake and 
Sweeney had secured to the side of the void and then primed ready for remote detonation. And he knew 
that he had to put as much distance between himself and the device as he could. 

Before it went off. 

Jiggs didn’t feel any guilt over saving his own skin. There was nothing he could do for Will and the 
others back at the top of the pore — he was too far away to help them now. 

Grabbing the booster rocket from a side pocket of his Bergen, he spun the valve round to full thrust and, 
aiming it behind him, fired it up. A blue flame sprouted from the end of the propulsion unit, and he took off 
like a firework. 

At the breakneck speed he was travelling, he exited the void in a matter of seconds and then shot out 
into the huge cavern beyond, as endless as the night sky. Although they were still many hundreds of miles 
away, his trajectory was taking him straight towards the suspended bodies of water behind which ethereal 
lights flickered. Jiggs had already witnessed this illumination on the first leg of the journey to the inner 
world, and knew that it was being produced by triboluminescence in the Crystal Belt, where mountain- 
sized lumps of crystal ground against each other like some sort of perpetual motion machine. And this was 
also generating the rumbling sound that filled his ears. But, at that precise moment, Jiggs didn’t care 
which way he was heading — he just had to get himself clear of the blast radius. 

With the booster still on full thrust, he braced himself for the explosion, counting the seconds. He 
continued to count until he’d reached a full minute, then two minutes, then three. At that point he stopped, 
wondering if Drake and the Rebecca twin were still facing each other in some sort of stand-off, or even if 
they had agreed to a truce, unlikely as that seemed. Perhaps there wasn’t to be an explosion after all. 

Then the atomic device detonated. 

As the roar shook every bone in his body, he braced himself for the first wave from the one-kiloton 


bomb — the blast of light and searing heat. He knew better than to look at it, making sure his head was 
tucked well down and that his eyes were protected by his arm. The heat on his back was so intense he 
really thought that his Bergen and clothing might burst into flames. 

He didn’t have time to worry further about this as the shock wave caught up with him. The wall of 
compressed air felt precisely as if a giant hand had slapped him, flinging him forward with such impetus 
that he could barely draw breath. He was reminded of the first time he’d gone on a roller coaster as a 
child; the sensation of falling at precipitous speed was identical, but this ride seemed to have no end. 

Daring to remove his arm from his face as he sped along, he caught a brief glimpse of the torrents of 
light from the blast rebounding and reflecting from the far-flung corners of the huge chamber before him. 
As the whole area lit up, it was so vast and endless it made him feel vertiginous. The glittering masses of 
water and gargantuan crystal spheres were revealed in all their glory — perhaps as they’d never been 
before in this secret place deep within the planet. 

And what made absolutely no sense to him was, for the instant in which the veil of darkness was lifted, 
he could have sworn that the line of crystal spheres was remarkably regular, as if they weren’t simply 
some artefact of nature. And there was also something curious about the stretch of cavern wall he’d 
glimpsed through the haze in the extreme distance — it appeared to be marked with grids of lines, or raised 
sections of some description. 

‘Pull yourself together!’ he growled at himself. There had to be a rational explanation — the patterns 
he’d noticed must be due to the superheated air currents. Either that or the shock wave from the explosion 
had temporarily scrambled his vision. 

And it had been one hell of an explosion. He peered over his shoulder, quickly locating the dull red 
glow that marked ground zero. Where the void had previously been, the rock had fused into one massive 
plug of silicate and completely sealed the way into the inner world, just as Drake had predicted it would. 

‘Jesus!’ Jiggs cried, flinching as a white-hot lump of rock shot not ten feet away from him. As more of 
these missiles followed, he realised it was fallout from the explosion, like a shower of miniature meteors. 
But the main barrage was over almost as soon as it began, and he was far enough away for it not to be a 
serious hazard. 

Even though there was no ‘up’ or ‘down’ in this place, Jiggs didn’t need his finely tuned sense of 
direction to tell him that the explosion had sent him in completely the wrong direction. He checked his 
position in relation to the Crystal Belt. If he was to have a hope of navigating his way back to the outer 
surface again, he needed to find the mouth of the second void, called Smoking Jean, which they’d used on 
their journey to the inner world. He tried to use his booster to adjust his flight path, but such was his 
velocity that even several minutes with the propulsion device at full thrust made little difference. 

But he had no option but to persevere if he ever wanted to get home again, so he kept using the blaster, 
all the time referencing his position against the still-glowing blast site. 

That was when he noticed something curious. A streak of green light appeared in the distance, then 
faded away. Jiggs was wondering if his eyesight was playing up again when, several seconds later, it was 
followed by a second streak, although this time it was yellow. 

‘Flares?’ Jiggs wondered aloud. 

Of the team, only he, Sweeney and Drake had been carrying flares in those particular colours. The 
green flare was a signal to report to an emergency RV, while the yellow one meant that the sender needed 
help — in effect it was a distress flare. Sending both up at once made no sense at all. 

Jiggs frowned, briefly considering the possibility that something on the drifting corpse of the Limiter 
he’d killed had been set alight in the blast. But it was highly improbable that it would have been those 
precise colours. No. Jiggs quickly decided that it had to be either Drake or Sweeney, or one of the others. 
But who? 


And he knew the flares must have gone off because of the intense heat, so there was no point in sending 
a counter-signal. Whoever it was had to be in trouble. 

He didn’t think twice about what he must do. 

“We never leave anyone behind,’ Jiggs said, already setting himself on a new course to intercept where 
his team member — or perhaps members — were bound. There was enough propellant in the booster tanks 
for the detour, so that wasn’t a concern. His main worry was that he’d miss his speeding target, whose 
flight path would eventually take it into the huge suspended masses of water or even beyond them, into the 
Crystal Belt. But in the endless black canvas of this huge space, broken only by the flickering muted light, 
it was tantamount to looking for a needle in a haystack, at midnight. 

Taking out his light-intensifying monoscope, he put it on his head and adjusted it for the ambient light 
levels. Although Drake had tried his best to make him adopt one of his proprietary lenses, Jiggs had stuck 
firmly to his Soviet-made night scope. The electronics may have been primitive compared to Drake’s 
design, but it had seen him through two decades of active service, and he knew how to repair it in the 
field if it malfunctioned. 

But now all Jiggs was seeing through his monoscope was chunk after chunk of slow-moving rock that 
had been flung out by the explosion. Then finally he spotted something that looked more promising, and 
for a few seconds he continued to track it through his scope. It was further out than he’d expected, but 
nevertheless Jiggs angled his booster so he could home in on it, praying that it wasn’t just another hunk of 
itinerant rock. 

Jiggs finally steered himself onto a parallel trajectory, then closed the distance with blips from his 
thruster. As he made out more through his monoscope, he was filled with hope when he saw what 
appeared to be one of the team from the Bergen and the booster rocket trailing behind on the end of a 
lanyard. With a final burst of speed, he was near enough to take hold of the drifting form. He seized the 
Bergen, which was still smouldering in places, then turned the body towards him. 

‘My God! It’s you, Drake!’ he cried. 

But it wasn’t just Drake — there was someone else with him, although this second person was so badly 
hurt as to be almost unrecognisable. 

Jiggs concentrated on Drake to start with. Even from a cursory inspection, Jiggs could tell that he was 
in a very bad way. Patches of his fatigues had been blasted completely away, and the flesh underneath 
scorched black. Some of Drake’s hair was missing, and his head covered in angry red blisters from the 
crown and down one side of his face. Jiggs felt his neck for a pulse — he found one, but it was very weak. 
He must have been in close proximity to the bomb when it detonated, which explained why he’d been 
moving so fast. And it also probably meant that he’d been bathed in radiation. 

Then Jiggs moved on to the second person, twisting the head round so he could see their features. 

It was Rebecca One. 

Drake had obviously employed the same tactic as Jiggs and swept her over into the void to take her out 
of the running. Then they’d been involved in a struggle, which explained why she was tangled up ina coil 
of rope attached to the side of Drake’s Bergen. 

Jiggs didn’t bother to check her for a pulse. Her body was so charred that there was no question that the 
Rebecca twin was dead. ‘Hah! Fashion victim!’ he observed, as part of her coat crumbled at his touch. 
‘That’s what you get for wearing black round a nuclear explosion,’ he added without a shred of sympathy. 

He was correct — the non-reflective surface of her matt black Styx coat had done an admirable job of 
absorbing the pulse of heat and light. And, as Jiggs tried to disentangle her arm from the rope, it cracked 
as if it was made of charcoal. He could see that, of the two, she’d come off far worse than Drake. Indeed, 
she must have helped him by shielding much of his body from the blast. 

Jiggs quickly searched the twin’s body for anything useful, but other than a few items in the pouches on 


her belt, it was difficult to tell what was her and what were the remains of her incinerated clothing. 
Everything had been fused together by the heat. 

For a moment Jiggs simply regarded the slight body of Rebecca One. For someone so young, she had 
been responsible for so much suffering. ‘You don’t deserve any last words,’ he snarled, then 
unceremoniously heaved her away into the darkness. 

Jiggs was checking Drake’s pulse again when he heard him trying to say something, although it was 
little more than a murmur. ‘Take it easy there, old man. Just you hang on,’ Jiggs tried to comfort him, 
forced to shout over the din of the Crystal Belt. He unhitched his medical pack from his belt, fishing out a 
syrette of morphine. ‘Something for the pain,’ he said to Drake, as he jammed the syrette against the 
injured man’s thigh. 

It was only then that Jiggs felt the moisture on his face and looked up sharply. He had become so 
accustomed to bowling along at speed through this low-gravity environment that he’d completely forgotten 
he and Drake were still very much on the move. 

‘No!’ Jiggs just had enough time to yell as they ploughed straight into a huge globule of water. Although 
Jiggs didn’t have much of an opportunity to gauge its size, it was around twenty feet in diameter. At least, 
it was until they hit it. 

Their momentum was such that it disintegrated into thousands of smaller droplets. And then there were 
more of these suspended mega-droplets of all sizes in Jiggs’ path. Coughing from the water he’d inhaled, 
he simultaneously tried to shield Drake’s face, dodge the larger droplets and fire up his booster, which 
had taken such a dousing that it had gone out. 

As he attempted to protect Drake from another soaking, Jiggs’ feet skimmed the circumference of a 
droplet the size of a house — this one didn’t break apart but wobbled like a giant jelly. ‘Space surfing!’ 
Jiggs exclaimed, as he managed to restart the booster, then frantically sought some unoccupied air space. 
He needed a safe place to stop and administer some urgent first aid to Drake. 

In a clearing of smaller droplets, he made out an angular and familiar shape. 

“What the ...2’ he yelled. He really couldn’t comprehend what he was seeing. He tried to use the 
booster to reach it, but overshot and had to backtrack. As he jetted them both closer, he was able to 
confirm his first impression. 

It was a Short Sunderland — a seaplane that had been out of regular service for nearly fifty years and 
was these days more likely to be found in an aviation museum. It was a sizeable aircraft, capable of 
carrying a good twenty-four passengers. One wing had been torn off and the cockpit was badly damaged, 
but the rest of the fuselage seemed to be intact apart from a few holes in the tail section. 

Still not believing what he was seeing, Jiggs manoeuvred towards it as he remembered the Russian 
submarine in Smoking Jean, and what Drake himself had said about pores opening up on the surface from 
time to time. So could some twist of fate be the reason that this seaplane had been sucked down too? 
Caught in a whirlpool that had brought it all the way down to this inner space? 

Much of the white paint remained on the fuselage, although it was stained by patches of rust, 
particularly around the rivets. And long tendrils of some kind of black algae had anchored itself in clumps 
all over the exterior, waving in the air currents like fine black hairs. 

Reaching the large float under the surviving wing, Jiggs braced himself against it, then with a push of 
his legs directed himself at a door on which Emergency Exit had been stencilled. He tugged on the 
handle. It refused to open, so he used his handgun to shoot out the lock and hinges. With another tug, the 
door came away with a burst of rust. Jiggs allowed it to float off, then entered the aircraft with Drake. 

Although the windows amazingly weren’t broken in this section of the seaplane, everything was damp 
inside — the fabric of the seats and the carpet almost rotted completely away and covered with a grey 
slime. In one of the rows Jiggs spied two skeletons. Their bony arms were clasped around each other and 


from the way their skulls were touching, there was no question they’d been in a final embrace at the 
moment of death. 

‘Pd have done the same,’ Jiggs confided to them. 

But he didn’t have time to examine what else was in there as he gently laid Drake on the floor and set 
about tending to him. Battlefield triage was nothing new to Jiggs. Slipping Drake’s Bergen off and 
removing the booster tied to his wrist, he methodically catalogued the areas that needed attention. Having 
worked his way along each of Drake’s limbs and then the trunk of his body, he quickly found the injury to 
his shoulder. 

‘That’s no burn. That’s a bullet wound,’ he mumbled to himself, then glanced at the welts on Drake’s 
head and the charred areas of his combats, which would need to be carefully removed to assess the 
damage to the tissue beneath them. ‘But it’s probably the least of our problems.’ 

He scanned the cabin around him as he voiced his concerns out loud. ‘Major trauma from third-degree 
burns ... huge risk of infection from this septic environment ... and unless there are any supplies here, just 
my medikit to work with.’ He rolled up his sleeves. ‘Hey ho,’ he whispered grimly. ‘Off to work we go.’ 

If Drake had any hope of pulling through, at least he was in capable hands. Jiggs was highly proficient 
in field medicine. In some of the places he’d been sent — often the middle of nowhere — he’d frequently 
been called upon to use his skills to save both himself and those around him. 

But now Jiggs suddenly noticed his patient had stopped breathing. 

‘No, you don’t, old man. You’re not going to die on me.’ He leant over and gave Drake mouth-to-mouth 
resuscitation. ‘Not today,’ he said, as he began to thump his chest to get his heart beating again. ‘Not on 
my watch.’ 


PART ONE 


Aftermath 





Chapter One 


chraack! 
S The small skull split open under Will’s boot, the hollow sound resounding through the empty New 
Germanian street. Will hadn’t been looking where he was treading as he’d moved towards the pavement, 
and had completely failed to notice the diminutive skeleton stretched out in the gutter. 

‘Oh... my ... good ... God,’ Will swallowed as he stood over the skeleton, which had to have been 
that of a child. Although very little brain tissue remained inside the skull, the sight of the empty pupal 
casings spilling out was horrifying. The climate of this inner world with its ever-burning sun couldn’t 
have been more favourable for the armies of voracious flies, which had stripped the flesh from the human 
skeletons in a matter of weeks. Eight weeks to be precise. And stripped it so efficiently that the stench of 
decay that once hung over the dead city had almost completely vanished. 

Everywhere Will looked there were sun-bleached bones, mostly poking from crumpled clothes. Since 
the virus had also killed off all the mammals that would normally have scavenged on the remains, the 
bodies had lain undisturbed, still precisely where they had fallen. 

Undisturbed except for the carrion-feeding birds. Avian species had been spared by the virus, and a 
little further along the road Will spotted two fat crows playing tug of war over something beside a 
discarded hat. They didn’t bother to move until he was almost on them. 

‘Get away!’ he shouted, aiming his foot at them. Beating their greasy black wings and giving ugly calls, 
they grudgingly took to the air. 

Will saw what the crows had been fighting over. On the tarmac was a human eyeball, so desiccated and 
discoloured it resembled a rotten plum. 

He couldn’t stop himself from staring at the eyeball as it stared accusingly back at him, its ragged optic 
nerve strung out behind it like a tail, as though it was some kind of new animal. 

‘This is so wrong,’ Will whispered, suddenly overwhelmed by all the signs of death around him. 
People had clearly left their homes in their thousands to gather here in the centre of the city, where they’d 
succumbed to the virus. They must have been desperately hoping that their government was going to do 
something to save them from the disease that could cause death in as little as twenty-four hours. 

‘Hey, dozy, what is it?’ Elliott shouted. Finding that Will hadn’t followed her into the large department 
store they’d been heading towards, she’d reappeared through the shattered glass of one of the doors. 

‘We did this,’ he managed to reply. ‘We’re to blame for all this.’ 

“We never meant for it to come to this,’ Elliott said, as she surveyed the bodies. 

Of course Will knew that Elliott was right; Sweeney must have accidentally broken the test tube Drake 
had given him. It was never the intention to actually release the deadly virus. But it didn’t make Will feel 
any better about what he was seeing. 

Elliott shrugged. ‘They were doomed anyway. Most of them had been Darklit. Sooner or later, they’d 
have ended up as either hosts or food for the Phase.’ She was silent for a moment. ‘Perhaps this is better, 


Will. Perhaps we did them a favour.’ 

He began towards her, shaking his head slowly. ‘That’s difficult to believe.’ 

As soon as they were inside the shop, Will stopped to take in the fountain — a large bronze dolphin in 
the centre of a circular pool set into the marble floor. Although the water had long since stopped spouting 
from the mouth of the dolphin, both it and the polished marble floors gave the impression of incredible 
affluence from a bygone age on the outer surface. 

“This was quite some shop,’ Will said. 

“Those people obviously thought so,’ Elliott agreed, as she left Will peering around at the cadavers on 
the floor, some with bags crammed full of items still clutched in their skeletal arms. 

“They must have known things were bad, but even so they were grabbing whatever they could,’ he said, 
as he poked one of the bags with the barrel of his Sten and expensive-looking lipsticks and face creams 
spilled from it. He laughed, though emptily. ‘They were even stealing make-up!’ 

‘Come over here. You’ve got to see this!’ Elliott shouted, her voice resounding through the huge main 
hall. 

‘Wow,’ Will said. There was an imposing statue at the end of the hall, on either side of which a pair of 
staircases swept up to the other levels of the shop. The statue, which was a good fifty feet in height, was 
of a woman dressed in a toga and proudly displaying a cornucopia of fruit. 

But what stopped Will in his tracks was the enormous smoked glass dome that served as the roof of the 
hall. In wonder he craned his head back to take it all in. Without anyone around to keep it clean, wind- 
borne grit was already building up at the edges of the dome and encroaching on the glass, but the effect 
was still breathtaking. 

Will lowered his gaze from the dome, taking in the other floors on the way down, where he could just 
about make out all the different goods on display there. 

“This place is ginormous — like Harrods or something. Where do we start?’ he asked. He stepped over 
to a counter and wiped the layer of dust from its surface to peer at the range of meerschaum pipes 
arranged on crumpled velvet. Then he leant over the counter as he examined the showcases behind it. The 
glass doors had been wrenched off, and many brands of cigarettes he’d never heard of were inside. 
‘Lande Mokri Superb. Sulima,’ he read, scanning along the row of old-fashioned packets. ‘Joltams, 
Pyramide.’ Then he noticed a dead body slumped by the base of the showcase, dressed in a pinstripe suit 
and with a packet still held tightly in its dried-out hand. ‘Tch, tch!’ Will said, wagging a finger. ‘Those 
things will kill you, you know,’ he admonished the corpse. 

“We can get everything we need here,’ Elliott called from another counter where she’d helped herself to 
two umbrellas — essential items in this world where the weather had only two defaults: blinding sunshine 
or fierce monsoons that descended with no warning at all. ‘Will, what do you reckon’s through there?’ she 
asked, indicating a row of doors along the side of the hall with signs above them proclaiming 
Lebensmittelabteilung. 

‘One way to find out,’ he replied, already making straight for the nearest pair of doors and pushing them 
open. 

If the reek of rotten food wasn’t disgusting enough, the maelstrom of flies that Will and Elliott’s 
entrance stirred up would have deterred most people from entering. But not Elliott. 

‘Must be something we can take?’ she asked, despite the fact that the flies were everywhere in the food 
hall. 

As Will waved the teeming bluebottles away from his face, he caught glimpses of the different counters 
selling cheese, food and meat, their once-chilled displays now a mass of putrefaction and writhing with 
maggots. And not only was the once-pristine white-tiled floor smeared with filth, it was also littered with 
the remains of dead rats. They’d obviously thought they were on to a good thing until the virus had 


finished them off too. 

‘Oh, God, let’s just get out of here!’ Will yelled, frantically swatting the flies away from him. 

‘But there’s tinned food over th—’ Elliott was shouting and pointing, as a fly shot straight into her 
mouth. 

‘No way. We can get our supplies somewhere else,’ Will insisted, as he and Elliott stumbled back 
through the doors, which swung shut, sealing them off from the stench and insects again. Except for the one 
lodged at the back of Elliott’s throat. 

‘Fly,’ she wheezed, pointing at her mouth. She was coughing and making noises like a cat trying to bring 
up a fur ball. 

She looked so comical that Will began to chuckle. ‘Is that tasty?’ he asked. Then he couldn’t help 
himself, doubling up with laughter. This didn’t amuse Elliott in the slightest, her face flushed from all the 
coughing. 

‘It’s not funny, you creep,’ she managed to get out between all the coughing. Then she gulped loudly and 
grimaced. ‘Yuck. I think I swallowed it.’ 

“Well, you did say we needed more meat in our diet,’ Will quipped. 

Then she too was laughing and coughing and thrusting the stock of her long rifle at him, as he backed 
away, pretending to be terrified by her attack. 

‘Hey, spider woman, be careful with that, will you!’ he yelled, as he sidestepped yet again, only just 
managing to avoid her rifle. 

Will realised immediately what he’d said. They’d had the misfortune of meeting Vane, one of the Styx 
women, when they’d been ambushed at the top of the pore. 

Even the Styx themselves hadn’t known the reason for it, but this inner world had energised Vane, 
enabling her to restart the Phase. But it was more than just that; it had allowed her to produce Styx 
Warrior Class larvae in numbers that were off the scale. But, as a consequence, Vane had begun to 
resemble a hideously bloated arachnid. And given Elliott’s parentage, it wasn’t surprising that she was 
particularly sensitive whenever the subject came up, to the extent that she and Will rarely discussed it. 

Elliott was standing very still with her rifle still poised in mid-air, her expression stony. ‘What did you 
just say?’ she demanded. 

‘I... I... that ... that came out wrong,’ Will gabbled. He took a hasty step back as Elliott’s expression 
turned thunderous. 

‘Spider woman?’ she growled. ‘Just because I’ve got Styx blood in me doesn’t mean I’m suddenly 
going to turn into one of those monsters.’ 

‘I know. I’m sorry,’ Will said. 

Elliott cracked a smile. ‘Gotcha!’ 

Relieved that he hadn’t really upset her, the boy nevertheless swung on his heels and made off. 

Elliott raised her arm in front of her face and moved it in an impression of one of the ovipositors that 
had snaked from Vane’s mouth. ‘Where are you going, juicy human?’ she shouted after Will. In fits of 
laughter, she gave chase, and Will was laughing too as he careered between the shop counters in the 
direction of the staircases at the end of the hall. 

Shouting and running together, they were the only two people alive in that once-bustling department 
store, now filled with nothing more than the dreams of the dead inhabitants of the metropolis. 

On the landing at the top of the first flight of stairs, they paused to take stock of what they could see 
around them, still chuckling. 

‘Clothes up there,’ Will said, surveying the mannequins, many of which had been knocked over by 
looters. ‘Want a new dress?’ 


‘Not on this trip,’ Elliott replied, as she tried to decipher the guide to the various levels on the wall. 
‘Essentials only. Some new sheets and towels would be a good start.’ 

“That’s boring,’ Will muttered under his breath, but nevertheless followed after Elliott as she climbed 
the stairs to the third floor. 

‘This looks promising,’ the girl announced. 

“Yes. "Ome furnishings,’ Will said in a voice which wasn’t far off how he remembered his Auntie 
Jean’s. 

They began to explore the different aisles, wandering past suites of sofas and armchairs, all in matching 
fabrics and arranged around tables on which were vases of very wilted flowers. 

Elliott noticed that in one of the far corners of the floor numerous Persian rugs had been stacked in 
piles, or hung from the walls like some sort of Eastern bazaar. 

‘Pillows,’ Will said, pointing to another area. ‘I think we need to be over there.’ 

As Elliott turned to see where he was indicating, her gaze settled on a display of dining-room furniture. 

‘Will,’ she warned him in a voice that was barely a whisper, bringing her weapon to her shoulder. 

They edged towards the figures sitting very upright around a dust-covered table. There were four of 
them, dressed in sand-coloured combats, their long rifles cradled in their laps. And in front of each of 
them were delicate teacups of fine bone china. 

‘Limiters,’ Elliott said. 

‘Dead Limiters,’ Will added, scarcely able to bring himself to look at their faces, on which their 
scarred skin had dried out and was drawn so tight that more than ever it resembled ancient, spalled ivory. 
“Why, of all places, would they come here to die?’ Will asked. 

Elliott shrugged. ‘Maybe they were on patrol when the virus got a grip? They were just caught out?’ 

“Yes, but look at them,’ Will said. ‘A Limiter tea party? That’s pretty weird, isn’t it?’ 

Even in the final minutes of their lives they had been perfectly controlled, choosing somewhere to take 
their last breaths together, drinking from teacups as they shared some water from a canteen. Their eyes 
were shut, and outwardly at least there was little sign that they been touched by the flies. Perhaps the 
insects were as unenthusiastic as Will was right then to venture too close. 

“We should snaffle their rifles and any spare ammo,’ Elliott suggested, already peering at their belt kit 
with interest. 

‘Leave it for another time,’ Will suggested. ‘It’s not as if they’re going anywhere, is it?’ 

But Elliott wasn’t deterred in the slightest as she went to the first of the Limiters and began to rummage 
through his pockets. ‘Don’t be such a wuss, Will,’ she said. 


j E, 


‘This footage was taken by a former member of D Squadron who lives just outside the town,’ Parry said, 
as he turned to the flickering images being projected on the flaking white paint of the wall beside him. 
With its vaulted roof, the dark cellar was packed with soldiers from 22 Special Air Service Regiment. 
‘It’s the first film we’ve managed to get hold of showing the Armagi in action.’ 

Parry stood to the side so the assembled audience could see the scene clearly, of the outskirts of a 
town. ‘This took place in Kent at the weekend. First we have fires breaking out around the perimeter,’ 
Parry said, as the camera panned wildly from one flaming building to the next. “They were most likely set 
by an advance party of Limiters to flush people out of the buildings and corral them in the centre of town 
... ready for the second phase.’ There were several seconds when the camera continued to track the fires 
as they burnt. 


“What are we looking for now?’ someone asked. 

“Watch the airspace above the town,’ Parry replied. 

The cameraman had been a little slow to notice what was going on. But you really had to look for it, as 
not only was it dusk and the light dwindling, but the multiple objects streaking down into the middle of the 
town weren’t easy to spot. The winged forms were almost transparent as they swept down from the sky at 
incredible speed. 

“Those are Armagi,’ Parry said. ‘Hundreds of them.’ 

A murmur passed through the audience as someone exclaimed, ‘Bloody hell!’ 

‘But why did the Styx pick this location for a strike? What strategic value did it have to them?’ 
someone else posed from the rear of the cellar. 

Parry turned to the men. ‘There’s no question that the town was a carefully selected target — the 
Medway power station, which supplies electricity to a large area of Kent, lies just to the north. The 
proximity of the power station to the town meant that to do the job properly and quash any resistance, they 
needed to hit both targets simultaneously.’ 

As if to emphasise Parry’s point, there was a huge burst of light which threw the town buildings into 
stark relief for a split second. ‘And there goes the power station,’ Parry said. ‘As you know, this was far 
from an isolated incident. We’ve received numerous reports that the Styx are methodically working their 
way through the home counties as they head towards the capital, cherry-picking utilities, comms hubs — 
anything that’!] cripple our country’s infrastructure.’ 

‘So we stake out a potential target and wait for them to show up,’ a soldier suggested. ‘Then we’ve got 
ourselves a duck shoot as these suckers come in to land.’ 

“And Claymore the bejesus out of them,’ one of his comrades chirped up. 

‘Nice idea,’ Parry said, then took a breath. ‘Look I know you all think you’re the toughest mothers that 
ever walked the earth.” A few men chuckled as Parry continued, ‘But don’t underestimate these organisms 
— they’re spawned from the toughest, most ruthless mother of them all. And here she is ...’ 

The camera zoomed in unsteadily on a point outside the town where a small group of figures was 
watching the attack. ‘Here you’ve got some Limiters, but focus your attention on who’s in the middle.’ 
Parry leant forward so that the shadow of his extended hand fell on two particular figures. ‘The taller of 
that pair is likely to be one of the Styx females that eluded us at the warehouse attack. I say one of because 
I haven’t had the kill on the second one confirmed by my son yet, and we don’t know if more were 
generated.’ 

As the camera zoomed in even closer, the Styx female was silhouetted against the flames, her insect 
legs poised above her shoulders. 

‘So that’s the big bug?’ someone in the audience asked as the camera remained on her. 

“Yes, and we know from Eddie that her Topsoil name is Hermione,’ Parry replied, then he indicated the 
smaller figure beside her. ‘And with Hermione is the Rebecca twin. The two of them are the head honchos 
in the Styx hierarchy. If we had a way of neutralising that unholy couple, this war might be brought to an 
end, and we could all go home again.’ 

Parry’s words hung in the air as the men thought of their families, from whom they’d been completely 
cut off for weeks. As Parry had ordered, they weren’t allowed to have any contact whatsoever with the 
outside world. He had made it clear that it was necessary in order for the unit to operate without any 
interference from the Styx. 

The wall beside Parry went dark for a moment, then became so bright that it lit up the faces of all the 
men in the cellar. ‘This is the morning after,’ Parry said quietly. “You can see the results for yourself.’ The 
view swayed with each step that the ex-soldier took as he moved through the now deserted town, 


recording the aftermath of the attack. In the harsh dawn light, all the bodies could be clearly seen where 
they’d fallen outside the buildings, very few of which had escaped the fire. 

‘And don’t get me wrong,’ Parry said. ‘This is a war, a war on our home turf, and a war that we’re 
going to lose unless we can find what the Armagi’s weaknesses are.’ 

‘Have you got any more gen on their deployment or capability?’ a soldier asked. 

‘From sightings, we believe they hunt in pairs, whether airborne or on land. And one report raised the 
possibility that they might possess a highly developed sense of hearing — based on the fact that the sound 
of engines or gunfire draws them like moths to a flame. That’s why suppressors on all weapons are now 
the order of the day.’ 

The pager on Parry’s belt vibrated, and he quickly held it up to read the message. He appeared to be in 
a hurry as he said, ‘And I hope to have more to tell you about their physiology very soon, gentlemen. If 
you’ ll excuse me now, the captain here will finish the briefing and take any questions.’ 

As images of the destroyed power station flashed across the wall, Parry made his way down the side of 
the cellar, squeezing past the rows of seated soldiers who, by their usual standards, were remarkably 
subdued. Unlike the regular army, SAS briefings were generally informal with all ranks joining in, often 
with some irreverent banter to lighten the mood. But the severity of the situation had shocked even this 
highly experienced and highly trained elite of the British Army. 

Despite his lameness, Parry was ina hurry and took the stairs two at a time as he climbed to the ground 
floor, then exited from the low-lying building at a trot. Directly opposite were helicopters, hidden under 
camo netting. He turned right along the track that ran through the centre of the compound. The decision had 
been to divide the 22nd SAS Regiment into three units, each unit operating autonomously of the others 
from secret locations. It meant that at least some capability would be preserved if the regiment became 
contaminated with Darklit men, or the Styx sniffed one unit out. 

With his knowledge of the Styx, Parry had been a natural choice to be given one of the new divisions to 
command. And he’d chosen these rarely used barracks, deep in the Herefordshire countryside, as the 
location for the division. As he hurried along now, he didn’t have time to enjoy the rolling hills that lay all 
around, except to allow himself a quick glance in the direction of the main SAS barracks in Credenhill 
some seven miles away, wondering if the Styx had mounted an assault on them yet. If they had, they would 
have been sorely disappointed as the site was being manned by a skeleton team with instructions to blow 
the whole place at the first sign of any trouble. 

He continued along the track that ran through the middle of the compound, passing the mess hall, 
shooting range and munitions dump until he came to an unremarkable-looking building without any 
windows. 

A sentry had been watching the entrance. ‘Fizzog scan, sir,’ the man said, as he stepped forward. He 
held a Purger up to Parry’s face and fired the purple light into his eyes. The sentry knew what he was 
doing, and was scrutinising Parry closely for any signs that he’d been Darklit. 

‘So I pass?’ Parry pressed him, in a hurry to enter. 

“Yes, you do, with flying colours, sir,’ the sentry said. He swiped a key card through the reader at the 
side of the door, which opened with a definitive clunk to allow Parry inside. 

Other than the fact that these old barracks had fallen out of use so many decades ago they’d been largely 
forgotten, this building was the main reason Parry had been so eager to locate his division there. It housed 
a former germ warfare testing facility which was ideal for his purposes. He went through a series of 
rooms full of dusty equipment until he came to the main laboratory. It was divided into two by a partition 
of three-inch tempered glass, one side an airtight isolation chamber. 

“You paged me — what’s the latest?’ Parry asked the orderly in a white coat, who was intent on what 
was on the other side of the window. The orderly opened his mouth to answer but Parry had already 


activated the intercom at the bottom of the partition. ‘Got anything for me, Major?’ he asked the Medical 
Officer himself on the other side of the thick glass. 

The Medical Officer — or MO, as he was referred to — wheeled around. ‘Commander,’ he said, 
acknowledging Parry. ‘Glad you could come at such short notice, because there are a couple of things you 
need to see.’ 

The MO stepped aside, revealing the Styx secured to a stainless steel gurney by several restraints. 
He’d been discovered in the debris after the attack on the power station and helicoptered to the base for 
examination. He was bare to the waist, and his appearance — his rake-thin body and severe features — 
gave the impression that he was nothing more than a Limiter. 

‘He hasn’t regained consciousness yet?’ Parry asked. 

‘Still out for the count,’ the MO replied, ‘although all his injuries have healed.’ 

“They’ve what?’ Parry said, as he leant against the glass partition so he could study the man’s head. 
‘That’s incredible. You’re right. No trace of any wound at all.’ When the man had been brought in, his 
skull had been crushed on one side, and the enormity of that injury combined with the others he’d suffered 
made it seem unlikely he’d last for very long. 

‘So, unless a run-of-the-mill Styx has miraculous powers that mean a major injury heals in hours rather 
than months, then what we’ ve bagged ourselves here is an Armagi,’ the MO suggested. 

“They haven’t, and it would appear that we have,’ Parry said, his eyes flashing with excitement. This 
was the break he’d been looking for — an opportunity to evaluate what they were up against. ‘The Styx do 
have amazing powers of recuperation, but nothing like this. So I have to agree he must be an Armagi. 
Have you found anything else unusual about him?’ 

The MO grinned. ‘From my external examination, he has a heart, lungs — all the body organs you’d 
expect, and in the right places. The only anomalies I’ve found are in his throat, where there’s some sort of 
extra gland, and beside it a small protuberance I can’t explain.’ 

Parry guessed immediately what that was likely to be. ‘It’s an ovipositor. Eddie told us that the Armagi 
could breed like the Styx females, so they probably impregnate hosts in the same way.’ 

The MO pinched the Armagi’s bicep. ‘And the density of his muscle fibre is off the scale. The man 
weighs a bloody ton, which is why it took four troopers to carry him in here. But all that pales into 
insignificance in relation to what I’m about to show you.’ The MO went to a bench behind where the man 
was laid on the gurney, and raised one end of a long stainless steel dish so Parry could see the contents. 

‘My God!’ Parry exclaimed. He wasn’t sure whether he was more shocked by the fact that the MO had 
lopped off the Armagi’s arm just below the shoulder, or that the Armagi had apparently grown a 
completely new one. 

‘Quite so. You asked for incontrovertible proof,’ the MO said, grinning. ‘So I began with some small 
incisions to his skin, which healed within seconds, and worked my way up to the removal of an entire 
limb. And, lo and behold, it grew back in around three hours, and appears to be right as rain again.’ The 
MO paused for effect. ‘And if you think that’s impressive, here’s something else I’ve just discovered.’ 

Beside the amputated arm on the bench was a device in a khaki-painted crate which the MO switched 
on. ‘I know it’s not very scientific, but I came across this ancient piece of interrogation kit in the stores,’ 
he said. ‘Of course, it’s only fit for a museum of human rights now that the Geneva Convention precludes 
the torture of POWs, but I’m not sure it would apply to these combatants.’ 

The MO picked up a metal probe connected to the device by a cable. ‘I’ve set the charge at 200 volts,’ 
he said, then extended it towards the Armagi and touched his forearm. 

A small spark sprang across from the probe to the Armagi’s skin when it was close enough. The MO 
didn’t stop there, pushing the probe hard against the Armagi’s arm. ‘Note the lack of a normal reaction at 
this voltage,’ the MO said. He was right — there was no convulsion of the muscles as there would have 


been with a human being, even when unconscious. 

Instead the most curious thing happened. Spreading out from the probe where it made contact, the skin 
was becoming silvery and crystalline, as if diamond-shaped scales were spreading across the arm. Then 
the whole limb suddenly became transparent, and began to transform into something else altogether. 

“We think it’s changing into a wing,’ the orderly beside Parry said. Parry had to agree — the arm was 
flattening all the way up to the shoulder, and it certainly did appear to be more than a little bird-like. 

The MO removed the probe, and the limb lost its translucency and immediately reverted to its original 
form. ‘So they shape-shift, and electrical impulses are somehow involved. Like nerve impulses, I 
presume.’ 

“The Major has experimented with a range of different voltages,’ the orderly said, holding up his 
clipboard to show Parry the small sketches he’d made. ‘We got a wing as you started to see there, and 
also something like a flipper.’ 

‘Sea, air and land,’ Parry remembered. ‘Eddie told us that they can transform into different entities with 
different morphologies to suit whatever environment they’ re in.’ 

‘Yes, what we’ve seen here would bear that out,’ the MO said. 

Parry’s brow was furrowed as his mind raced. ‘So ...’ he began, ‘... is this their Achilles’ heel? Can 
we use electricity to defeat them?’ 

‘Good suggestion. Why don’t I up the ante and see what some more juice produces?’ the MO replied. 
‘Pll ramp it up to 500 volts.” He went over to the device on the bench and twisted one of the dials as far 
as it would go, then extended the probe towards the Armagi’s hand. An even brighter spark arced when 
the probe was close to the skin, and the lights flickered in the room. 

“There it goes,’ the orderly said, as, the limb again began to turn transparent. But this time the fingers 
merged together, and what had been the hand elongated and thickened, with three vicious-looking claws 
appearing at the end. 

‘I’ve no idea what that is,’ the orderly said, as he frantically tried to sketch this new configuration. 

Something caught Parry’s eye. ‘Major, behind you! The arm!’ 

The severed arm had transformed too, taking on precisely the same form, complete with the three 
deadly-looking claws at the extremity. It was too long for the stainless steel dish and had tipped it over, so 
the limb flopped onto the bench, like a dead fish. 

‘Cut the current! Now!’ Parry yelled as the severed limb twitched beside the dish. 

In his haste the MO dropped the probe. Stooping to retrieve it, he’d just straightened up when the 
Armagi transformed completely. 

In the blink of an eye, it suddenly had three pairs of limbs branching from its thorax, like an enormous 
transparent arachnid. The limbs thrashed, tearing the leather constraints binding it to the gurney as if they 
were tissue paper. 

The MO didn’t stand a chance as he regarded the creature with a stunned bewilderment. 

His head came off with one short sweep of the Armagi’s forelimb. The three claws were as deadly as 
they looked. 

Then it sprang from the gurney and hit the dividing window with a resounding clang. Its claws 
penetrated the tempered glass, deep enough that it could hang from the partition. Then it struck at the glass 
again, as if it knew it wouldn’t take long for it to break through. 

‘Burn out!’ Parry yelled at the top of his lungs. 

‘Burn out?’ the orderly stammered, frozen into inactivity by the huge spider’s head with compound eyes 
that were staring straight at him through the window. 

Parry didn’t wait for the orderly, instead flipping up the cover on a panel under the intercom, and 


twisting the key in it. Then he slammed his palm against the large button beside the key. 

The isolation chamber was instantly filled with a solid wall of fire. It was a safety feature installed to 
sterilise it in the instance of a mishap with a biological sample. 

Parry and the orderly watched as the Armagi turned black, and fell back into the inferno. 

‘Christ, oh Christ,’ the orderly was whimpering. 

“The severed arm was affected ... even though the current was being applied to the Armagi’s body,’ 
Parry said. 

The orderly could barely cope with what he’d just witnessed, let alone understand what Parry was 
trying to tell him. ‘But the Major ...’ he gasped. 

Parry seized him by the shoulders. ‘Pull yourself together, man. If there’s a similar form of 
communication between the Armagi themselves, then our specimen might just have compromised our 
location. There might be others on the way!’ He grabbed the radio from his belt. ‘EVAC!’ he yelled into it. 


Chapter Two 


‘ Į look a right wally in this,’ Will said, catching his reflection in a shop window as they laboured along 
in the intense heat, their Bergens stuffed with all the bedding and towels they’d helped themselves to. 
‘Yes, Elliott replied absently, her nose buried in a map that she’d found on one of the Limiters. 

‘Oh, thanks,’ Will muttered. He paused to adjust the canary-yellow hat with a floppy brim that Elliott 
had picked out for him in the department store. 

‘No, I mean it looks just fine,’ she said. ‘It does the job and keeps the sun off your face ... and, anyway, 
who’s going to see even if you do look like a willy?’ 

‘Wally,’ Will corrected her quickly, then surveyed the bodies in the street. ‘Can’t we go back to our 
base? This place gives me the creeps, and it’s just crazy to spend so long out when it’s so bloody hot.’ 

Elliott gave him a sympathetic nod, then dangled the map in front of him. ‘Okay, but I just want to check 
something first.’ She glanced at the map again before pointing straight ahead. ‘It’s this way.’ 

She strode off, not only laden down by her Bergen and long rifle, but carrying an additional two rifles 
she’d insisted on taking from the Limiters. For a moment, Will watched her go, and the way her hips 
swayed as she walked. She was growing up so quickly, and with her tanned skin and her long black hair, 
she’d never looked more beautiful. In the same way as the Styx seemed to be able to adapt to any 
environment they were in, Elliott was flourishing in their new home in the inner world. 

And Will had her all to himself. 

He allowed himself a smug smile, then the sweat running down the small of his back reminded him 
where he was. He wasn’t happy about spending any longer in the city than was absolutely necessary, but 
he always found it difficult not to let Elliott have her way. 

Will happened to glance at what appeared to be a luxurious hotel judging by the canopy over the 
entrance. A flock of the most obnoxious-looking vultures was perching on the red-and-white striped 
awning, their mean little grey eyes intent on both him and Elliott. “You’re out of luck, boys — I’m not dead 
yet!’ Will yelled at the birds. Wiping his brow, he indicated Elliott up ahead. ‘Though if she has anything 
to do with it, I should stick around!’ he added. 

There was no way that Elliott could have missed the comment, but she kept doggedly leading them both 
on. Soon they found themselves in an area with a different feel to it. There were no shops here, but rather 
austere terraces of five-storey buildings, many of which appeared to be offices or government 
departments from the engraved brass nameplates at their entrances. 

As Will and Elliott progressed down yet another of these unremarkable streets, they both heard the 
tapping sound. The rhythm wasn’t regular, but as they drew to a halt and listened, it didn’t let up. In this 
eerie place, it was more than enough to put them on their guard. 

As Elliott pointed up ahead, Will acknowledged with a single nod of the head. She was right that the 
sound seemed to be coming from their side of the street, although it was difficult to pinpoint precisely 
where as it reverberated off the buildings opposite. As Elliott silently cocked her rifle, edging cautiously 


along the pavement, Will kept his distance, his hands tight around his Sten. 

Elliott reached the second-to-last building of the terrace, then crouched and brought her rifle up. 
Discarding his Bergen, Will had stepped off the pavement and into the road, where he was using the 
discarded vehicles as cover, all the time keeping an eye on the facade of the building. He realised how 
efficiently he and Elliott worked together; there was no need for them to speak as each knew instinctively 
what the other was going to do in any given situation. The first time Will had witnessed that level of 
empathy was as he’d watched Elliott and Drake out on patrol in the Deeps. Will suddenly thought of their 
friend, who had to have perished when the nuclear device exploded, and the pang of grief was so intense 
that it made him take a sharp breath. 

As Elliott heard it and turned towards him, Will avoided her gaze. He took up position at the front of a 
car, then concentrated on the upper windows of the buildings where the sound seemed to be originating. 

There was no sign of anybody there, but the tapping didn’t let up. 

Just as Will expected her to, Elliott now moved from the pavement, stepping slowly backwards as she 
trained her scope on each window in turn. Will was covering her with his Sten when, all of a sudden, she 
stopped and gave a small chuckle. 

“What is it? What can you see?’ Will whispered. 

“Top floor, two windows in,’ she replied. 

Squinting, Will located the sash window, then spotted the movement through the open section at the top. 
At that height the faintest of breezes was enough to ruffle the blind drawn halfway down the window. And 
it was the pull cord on the bottom of this blind which was swinging repeatedly against the window pane 
below. As Will watched, there was no doubt that it was the source of the tapping. 

‘False alarm,’ he said. ‘It’s only the wind.’ 

They both relaxed and straightened up. 

“We’re seeing ghosts,’ Elliott said, as she ejected the round from the breech of her rifle to make it safe. 

“Well, what do you expect?’ Will replied with a shrug. ‘This place is enough to make anyone freak. 
They’re all dead — the New Germanians, the Styx, even the bushmen back in the jungle. All of them.’ He 
glanced disconsolately up at all the ranks of dusty windows, then at the Sten in his hands. ‘I don’t know 
why we’re even bothering to bring weapons with us. There isn’t a single animal left that can hurt us. 
Apart from the fish, birds and the bloody flies, we’re all there is.’ 

Elliott cried out, but Will didn’t catch what she’d said. 

“What is it?’ Will gasped, only now noticing that she’d moved to the end of the street. He lost his hat as 
he broke into a run to catch up with her. 

As he reached her at the corner, the huge plaza opened up before him, in its centre the government 
building constructed in the form of a colossal arch. He’d spotted the top of the arch on a previous 
expedition into the city, but had never been this close to it before. 

In the roads that bordered and intersected the plaza, there were numerous crashed cars and lorries, 
while others had been driven up onto the pedestrian walkways and simply left there with their doors 
open. And then there were military vehicles and tanks dotted around the base of the arch that looked like 
they’d been abandoned in a hurry, their guns facing in random directions. 

“What’s the matter? What have you seen?’ Will asked. 

She didn’t answer, simply pointing. 

He followed her finger, making something out in the lee of one of the legs of the arch. It was sizeable, 
probably several hundred feet in height and, as he shielded his eyes from the sun, he realised it was a 
statue of some description. 

‘Yov’ ve got to be joking!’ he spluttered all of a sudden. ‘That can’t be who I think is!’ 


‘Oh, yes, it is. Have a closer look.’ Elliott passed Will her rifle so he could use the scope. 

It was a huge statue of Tom Cox. 

There he was, in all his glory, his nebulous outline fashioned in granite as black and pernicious as some 
giant rock waiting to hole a ship. 

His hood was raised to his growth-infested forehead so the grotesque face and pupil-less eyes were on 
full view. What was worse was that the eyes had been carved from some form of limestone or lighter 
stone, so it really did resemble the traitorous renegade from the Deeps who had helped the Styx. 

“Tom bloody Cox,’ Will said through clenched teeth, as he recalled how the monster of a man had cut 
him on top of the pyramid, then threatened to remove his fingers one by one. The statue was a reminder 
that Will could have done without. 

And Will wasn’t sure if he should be outraged or simply laugh because the sight of it was just so 
ludicrous. 

Elliott was similarly affected. It had been nothing for her to shoot Cox down and kill him; whilst in his 
clutches she’d suffered indescribably until Drake had rescued her from the man — if ‘man’ was the right 
word. ‘That’s so sick that only she ... they could have dreamt it up,’ Elliott said, spitting out the words as 
if they were poison in her mouth. 

Will nodded because he knew better than anyone that Elliott was right — the Rebecca twins had been 
responsible for erecting the monument to Cox, merely because the fact that the fat Chancellor would have 
to look down at it every day from his official chambers had amused them. 

‘If we can figure out how to work one of the tanks, we could use the statue for target practice,’ Will 
suggested, then ran a finger inside his shirt collar, which was soaked with sweat. ‘And if this is what you 
wanted us to see, can we go home now?’ he pleaded 

‘I had no idea it was here,’ Elliott replied, then held up the map. ‘What’s unusual about this is the 
Limiters marked locations on it. They never do that — it was against their SOPs. And there seems to be 
something important marked not far from here.’ 

‘Really, who cares about what the Limiters did or why they did it?’ Will said, but not unpleasantly. 
“They’re all history now.’ 

Elliott fixed him with one of her looks. 

Will let his shoulders droop. ‘Elliott, you talked me into coming to this horrible city for supplies and 
stuff we need. And now you want to go ona sightseeing trip. I didn’t sign up for this.’ 

‘What’s happened to you?’ Elliott said. ‘Remember when nobody could stop you sticking your nose 
into everything, because you were curious? You’ve really changed.’ She frowned. ‘What is it, Will? Are 
you getting old or something?’ 

Will humphed. ‘Iam... not ... getting ... old,’ he enunciated slowly. ‘It’s just that this bloody sun is 
roasting me alive.’ 

‘A little bit of sun never hurt anyone,’ she said under her breath, then did an about turn and began to jog 
down the side of the plaza. 

‘But I’m not just anyone. I’m an albino!’ Will called after her. ‘And don’t go running off again. I need 
to fetch my Bergen first!’ 


With the giant arch now behind them, they were making their way down one of the wide avenues that 
branched off from the central plaza like spokes radiating from the hub of a wheel. 

Will began to sniff as he caught the faint smell of burning in the air. Then they entered a section of the 
thoroughfare where the wind was swirling black ash over the chalk-coloured surface of the road. This ash 
grew ever more dense until their boots were leaving tracks in it. 


Neither of them saw fit to remark on this; some weeks before, they’d heard explosions and rushed to the 
top of the pyramid beside their camp. From there they’d watched thick yellow smoke billowing into the 
sky from a factory on the outskirts of the city, which had clearly overheated and gone up in flames. 
Spontaneous fires were commonplace in this inner world, where the unrelenting sun set whole swathes of 
the jungle ablaze almost on a daily basis. So there was no reason to believe that the same thing couldn’t 
happen in the middle of the city itself, particularly as it was completely unattended. 

Will drew to a halt by the central reservation in the middle of the six-lane avenue, Elliott stopping 
beside him. ‘Goes a hell of a long way,’ she said, trying to see to the end. 

Will was admiring the impressive facades of the buildings on the opposite side of the avenue. ‘They’d 
done so much here,’ he mumbled. He was suddenly struck by the dismal fate that had befallen the once 
thriving metropolis, built on the bare earth in less than seventy years. ‘You know this is just like a place in 
London that Dad used to take me some weekends. I think it was Kensington where the science and natural 
history museums are, but it was always so crowded with people and tourists,’ Will said, indicating the 
buildings that he’d been staring at. ‘I wonder if they’re museums too?’ 

Elliott shrugged. ‘Whatever they are, something important was going on in this area according to the 
Limiter map.’ A building further down from Will’s supposed museums caught her eye. ‘What do you think 
that place is?’ 

It was Will’s turn to shrug as he located the iron-framed building with large expanses of glass reflecting 
the sun. ‘Dunno. A damned big greenhouse?’ he suggested. 

Unbeknownst to Will and Elliott, it was the tropical greenhouse where Vane had been impregnating 
New Germanians in their thousands before the plague had struck. Will peered over his shoulder at the 
parade of shops behind him, his gaze coming to rest on a boarded-up shop with the words MOST — 
Confiserie emblazoned above it in large gold letters. This didn’t mean anything to him, but the model of a 
giant bar of unwrapped chocolate hanging from a bracket did. ‘That must be a sweet shop,’ he decided, 
then chuckled sadly. ‘Museums and choccies — Dad’s two favourite things in life. He would’ve loved it 
here.’ 

‘That’s odd,’ Elliott murmured, not taking any notice of what Will was saying. 

‘No, I think it really is a sweet shop,’ Will replied, already making a beeline towards it. 

‘Odd that there are far fewer bodies in this stretch,’ Elliott said, raising her rifle so she could use the 
scope to check further down the avenue. 

As Will reached the shop, he found that the main window was protected by lengths of timber nailed 
across it, although someone had had a go at an area towards the bottom. Here the planking had been 
prised off and the glass behind it stoved in. Will squatted down to peer inside, but couldn’t see anything 
much where the display of goods must have once been. 
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As he stood up again, the soles of his boots crunched on boiled sweets all the colours of the rainbow, 
grinding them into the ash. ‘Someone got lucky,’ Will muttered under his breath. After weeks of eating 
little else but fish, his mouth watered at the prospect of finding something that came in its own packet. 

Wondering if there was anything left inside, Will went to the door of the shop. To his surprise, as he 
turned the handle and pushed, it swung open before him. He didn’t stop to consider why it should be 
unlocked as he tore inside and was greeted with a view of a shadowy shop interior that was straight out of 
a different century. 

On the shop counter of polished dark wood were chocolate truffles on silver platters, and stands of 
lollipops of all different colours. He examined one of these lollipops — it was quite unusual in that the top 
spun around on the stick as he flicked it with a finger. Stuffing it in his pocket, he turned his attention to the 
shelves beyond the counter, which housed numerous jars of wonderful-looking sweets. Bonbons, he read 
on one of the jars, and had put his Sten on the counter and was about to climb over to get to them when he 
happened to glance at the wall behind him. On the shelves there was the most amazing range of what 
looked like chocolate bars, box after box of them, and enough to keep someone supplied for a good few 
years. 

“The mother lode!’ Will laughed, rubbing his hands together in glee. Turning from the counter, he 
walked slowly beside the shelves as he helped himself to the different bars. He had no idea what was 
written on the wrappers, so began to tear them open to sample chunks. ‘Mint,’ he said to himself, as he 
tasted one bar with a picture of an iceberg on the packet. The bars were all rather soft from the heat, but 
he didn’t mind in the least. 

“This is too good to be true,’ Will said as he reached the end of the shelves and his gaze alighted on the 
crates of bottles stacked there. He picked one out that had a clear liquid in it and banged the bottle top 
down against the edge of the counter so it flipped off. The cap hardly had time to hit the floor before Will 
took a big swig of the fizzy contents. 

‘Ah, that’s so good!’ he exclaimed, his eyes rolling in ecstasy before he promptly downed the rest of 
the bottle. ‘Lemonade!’ He immediately grabbed another two bottles and popped off the lids. ‘Elliott’s not 


going to believe this,’ he said, rushing back towards the door with his bounty. 

As he exited onto the pavement, he stopped dead on the spot. 

There was a small figure standing there in some kind of protective suit, a gun in its hands. The barrel 
was Shaking, but the weapon was pointing in Will’s direction. 

Blast it! My Sten! Will thought to himself, kicking himself for leaving it on the counter. But it wouldn’t 
have done him much good right now. He slowly raised his hands with the bottles still in them, the 
chocolate bars he’d been holding under his arm falling all around his feet. 

The suit was an opaque white and appeared to be made from some type of plastic. The figure’s head 
was totally enclosed in a cylindrical helmet with a flat top, and there was a filter at the neck from which 
Will could hear a low hissing noise. The helmet was clearly being fed with a constant supply of oxygen or 
air from the cylinder slung over the figure’s back. 

“Who are you?’ Will asked, as his mind raced, wondering how anyone could have been left alive in the 
metropolis. He squinted at the rectangular area of clear plastic in the helmet, making out the frightened 
young eyes peering back at him. It was a young boy — probably no more than ten years old. 

At least it wasn’t a Styx, Will consoled himself. ‘You’re ... you’re just a kid, aren’t you? What on earth 
are you doing here?’ he asked. 

The child made no response, but kept the gun pointing at Will. 

‘Can you understand me? Just keep calm,’ Will said, trying his hardest to keep calm himself in the 
circumstances. ‘I’m not armed,’ he added. He suddenly realised that this was a ludicrous statement to 
make, with his bottles of fizzy lemonade still held high in both hands. 

The boy’s arms were shaking as he held the gun. 

‘Look, can’t you understand me? We’re not going to hurt you,’ Will said again in exasperation. 

The boy began to gesticulate wildly with his handgun. It was an odd-looking weapon, a Broomhandle 
Mauser, similar to the German side arm from the First World War. And it was unwieldy for a child, which 
was probably why the boy needed both hands to keep it levelled at Will. 

The boy stepped nearer to Will, jabbing the Mauser at him until the muzzle was less than a foot away 
from his face. There was sheer panic in the boy’s young eyes, and it was difficult for Will not to notice 
how tightly his finger was gripping the trigger. That wasn’t good. 

There was the slightest sound, like a gust of wind. Then the click as a safety catch came off. 

Elliott was there on the pavement beside the boy. Her rifle was to her shoulder, aimed directly at his 
temple. 

‘I want you to lower your weapon,’ she ordered him. ‘Nice and easy.’ 

The boy jerked as if he’d been stung, but he kept his head resolutely towards Will. 

‘I said lower your weapon,’ Elliott tried again. 

The boy still showed no sign of complying, although his eyes were flicking back and forth between 
Will and Elliott. 

‘Come on, kid, put it down,’ Will pleaded with him, then spoke to Elliott. ‘It’s useless. He doesn’t 
seem to understand anything.’ 

‘No, he doesn’t,’ Elliott agreed. ‘And if he doesn’t lower that weapon soon, I’m going to put a round 
into his wrist.’ 

The boy clearly didn’t like it that Will and Elliott were talking. He began to jab the handgun in Will’s 
direction and shake his head, while his helmet steamed up a little on the inside. 

There was another click. 

‘Ah, but we both understand you very well,’ a man’s voice said. ‘And you’re not going to shoot anyone, 
Fraulein.” He was armed with another of the odd-looking pistols, and the end of the barrel was pressed 


against the back of Elliott’s head. She rolled her eyes upwards, furious that she’d allowed someone to 
sneak up on her. 

The man was also wearing a protective suit. ‘Might I suggest that you lower your weapon,’ he said in 
very formal English. 

‘Not a chance,’ Elliott replied coolly. ‘If I do that, we lose our leverage. Right now, if you open fire I 
may die, but my finger will contract. At this range, the kid is certain to catch a bullet. He’ll go down, no 
question. Do you want to take that risk?’ 

There was a pause as the man thought this over. ‘And before he dies, the boy may also get a shot off at 
your friend too.’ 

‘Maybe, maybe not,’ Elliott said. 

Will took a breath. ‘If it’s okay with all of you, I’d really rather not find out.’ The heat on the pavement 
was oppressive, and the sweat was trickling down his back as his arms began to tire from holding the 
lemonade bottles above his head. “Tell you what,’ he said, forcing a smile, ‘how about if I go first and put 
these bottles down?’ 

No one replied or seemed about to follow his suggestion, all gripping their weapons firmly. Without 
moving his head, Will slid his eyes over to try to see the man more clearly. ‘You’re wearing that suit 
because of the virus, aren’t you? But you don’t look like a soldier.’ 

‘No, Pm not a soldier,’ the man answered. 

Will frowned. ‘It’s a no-brainer that you’re New Germanian, but how did you survive the virus? And 
what are you doing here?’ 

‘I might ask you the same question,’ the man countered. 

“We came here from the surface to stop the Styx ... to stop them breeding. It all went wrong and a 
deadly pathogen was released. It was an accident,’ Will said, realising how bad that sounded. ‘So who 
are you exactly?’ he asked again quickly. 

‘I was a science officer at the Institut für Antiquitäten,’ the man said. ‘You would call it the ... er ... 
Institute of Antiquities.’ 

Will’s ears perked up at this. ‘Antiquities? So you know all about the pyramids and the ruins in the 
jungle?’ he ventured. 

‘As much as we were allowed to, with the military breathing down our necks,’ the man replied. 

Elliott cleared her throat. ‘Can we please stick to the point? We’re ina situation here!’ she said through 
clenched teeth. 

Will ignored her comment, feeling a little light-headed from the heat of the sun. ‘My dad and I were 
studying the pyramids too,’ he said. ‘In fact, we ended up inside one of them, when we were running from 
the Styx. The bloody bushmen let us in, but then gave us up. My dad was killed as a result.’ 

‘So that was you,’ the man whispered. For a second he didn’t speak, clearly considering what he’d 
heard. ‘Then you can tell me something,’ he finally said. ‘What was the name of the army officer who took 
you by helicopter so th—’ 

‘Bismarck,’ Elliott jumped in before the man had a chance to finish. “The Colonel helped us to escape 
in his helicopter so we could take the route back to the outer world. That’s where we met up with him 
again — on the surface. He was our friend.’ 

The man appeared perturbed by this. ‘Was your friend?’ 

Will nodded sadly. ‘He was killed by the Styx when they ambushed us. Just before the void was 
plugged by the explosion, and the virus released.’ 

‘I knew Bismarck too. He might have been in the military, but he was a good man,’ the New Germanian 
said. He took a step back from Elliott, but kept his pistol on her. ‘So you know about how the plague 


started. And both of you are exposed to the air, but neither of you are showing any symptoms.’ 

“We were given shots against it,’ Will answered, scrunching up an eye as sweat trickled into it. 

Will’s answer seemed to have impressed the man, who was silent for a second. ‘So ... so we’d have 
immunity against it too, if you allowed us to take blood from you,’ he finally said. 

‘If it means it’s not going to be splattered all over the pavement,’ Will replied, now focusing on the end 
of the barrel of the boy’s handgun, ‘be my guest.’ 

‘Okay,’ the man said, and without further ado both he and the boy holstered their weapons. He went 
straight to the boy, and spoke to him in hushed tones while inspecting a gauge on the cylinder on his back. 

With a sigh of relief Will put the lemonade bottles by his feet. He was stretching his arms and rubbing 
his cramped muscles as he met Elliott’s gaze. ‘What?’ he asked. She hadn’t yet lowered her guard, her 
rifle in a semi-ready position at her waist. Then she gave a small shrug and slung the weapon over her 
shoulder with the others she was carrying. 

The man came over to Will, proffering a gloved hand. ‘I’m Jürgen, and this is Karl, my son.’ It felt a 
little strange to be spoken to by the cylindrical helmet, with only the man’s eyes visible through a window 
of clear plastic. 

Will introduced himself and Elliott. ‘We didn’t think anyone else was alive,’ he said, the surprise that 
anyone had survived in the city only now sinking in. 

‘I think we’re the only ones,’ Jürgen said. He chuckled as he glanced at the doorway behind Will. ‘And 
not even a plague can keep Karl away from a StiBwarengeschdft ... a sweet shop.’ His voice turned 
serious. ‘But now I need you to come with me,’ he added, also addressing Elliott. 

She was immediately suspicious. ‘Where?’ she demanded. ‘And tell me something first — how is it that 
your English is so good? The Colonel mentioned that all New Germanians learnt it at school, but you have 
even less of an accent than he did.’ 

‘The scientific fraternity here in the city employed it as the main language in their everyday work and 
for record keeping,’ Jiirgen replied without missing a beat. ‘It started out that way because most of the 
scientific journals in the archives that were flown into this world back in the 1940s were in English. And 
many of the scientists at the time were reacting against the Third Reich and only too happy not to use their 
native language.’ 

‘Okay,’ Elliott said, still not wholly convinced that the man was to be trusted. ‘And where do you want 
us to go?’ 

“To the hospital. Karl and I have to return there before our air runs out, and that’s where my brother 
Werner will be able to use the antigens in your blood to immunise us. You see, he was a doctor in the 
infectious diseases unit of the hospital,’ Jiirgen explained. ‘When the first reports of the outbreak began to 
come in, he rushed my son and me into the quarantine ward just in time. That’s why we’re still alive.’ 
Jürgen paused. ‘So you’!l come with us now?’ 

‘Sure, let’s go,’ Will said. 

They moved off, a watchful Elliott following a few paces behind Will who was walking with Jürgen 
and Karl. As they passed them, Jiirgen indicated the buildings on the other side of the avenue, which Will 
had taken for museums. ‘When the plague swept through the city, the concentration of people was high in 
this area. We think they were rounded up and brought here for the breeding programme.’ 

‘I suppose for Vane,’ Will guessed. ‘She was the Styx woman.’ 

‘I don’t know anything about that,’ Jürgen replied, ‘but it’s clear that the principal site for the breeding 
was in there.” He swung round to look at the large glasshouse, giving his son a passing glance as he turned 
back to Will again. ‘I haven’t let Karl go in there because the human remains left inside are indescribable. 
And we haven’t begun to clear it out yet, but you can see that we’ve made a start in the streets ... by 


burning the corpses on pyres.’ 

“That explains all the ash,’ Will said. 

“Yes, we’re doing all we can to eradicate any pockets of virus.” There was despondency in Jiirgen’s 
voice as he continued. ‘It may be too late for the city, but we’re hoping that our people in the remote 
outposts are still safe from the disease. With time, the high levels of ultraviolet light from the sun should 
destroy any free-living virus, although Werner is worried that the avian species might have become the 
vector — the birds might be carrying it to the far reaches of this world. So we might be hoping in vain.’ 

Will raised his head to the bright sky, watching a lone vulture flapping languidly across it. ‘Yes, 
because the birds have been eating the flesh,’ he said, then frowned. ‘I just hope they don’t spread it to the 
surface.’ 

“The odds of a bird making it through are pretty slim,’ Jürgen answered, then pointed down a side road 
as they came level with it. ‘The hospital is this way,’ he said. 

Several streets on, Will saw two large barrows in the middle of the way. One was stacked high with 
jerrycans containing petrol or something similar — the smell was strong in the air as they passed them. On 
the second barrow were several layers of bodies — skeletons still wearing their stained, tattered clothes — 
all heaped untidily on top of each other. 

But Will didn’t dwell on this because, at the major crossroads thirty feet away, he spotted what 
appeared to be a small hillock rising from the surface of the road. As they came closer, he could see it 
consisted entirely of bones. The mound was as black as charcoal, and rose to almost the height of the first 
storeys of the surrounding buildings. And dotted all over it were glowing red pits where fire still burnt, 
wisps of grey smoke snaking from them until they became lost in the haze of the sun. 

Will heard Jiirgen speak as he led them towards the mound. ‘That this is how it should end,’ he said. 
And nobody else had anything to add as they walked in a solemn procession around its circumference. 
The smell of the burnt bodies was so pungent that Will cupped his hand over his nose and mouth, trying 
not to gag at the smell, while Jiirgen and his son in their airtight suits were completely insulated from it. 

Will spotted a shoe lying on its side in the road which had managed to evade the fire. He couldn’t take 
his eyes off it. It was a woman’s shoe, of highly polished dark blue leather with a shiny chrome buckle. 
The shoe looked brand new, as if it had been bought from a shop that day and hardly worn. 

They continued on and, after a few minutes more, they’d reached the hospital, a gleaming white 
building that was very out of place against the drab stone facades that bordered it. As they entered through 
the main doors and went into the unlit interior, it seemed so dark inside now they were out of the blazing 
sun. Their footfalls on the lino floor were the only sound in the entrance hall where there were several 
waiting areas, with ranks of empty benches facing unmanned reception desks. 

Jiirgen had been silent since they had seen the pyre outside, but now he spoke again. ‘When we 
emerged from the quarantine area after a couple of days, we found that people had come here in their 
droves, desperate for help from the doctors,’ he told Will and Elliott, a hoarseness to his voice. ‘How do 
you say it — they were packed in like sardines. And that’s how they died — many still standing up. So many 
that we had a struggle to get the doors open into this area.’ 

Will could see that around the walls there were several more barrows of the same type as the one by 
the pyre, and knew that these must have been used to remove the bodies, although they were now stacked 
with boxes of supplies. 

Jürgen beckoned them over to a doorway leading from the main area. As he took out a torch and turned 
it on, they followed him down several flights of stairs until they passed through a pair of swing doors and 
into a large room. The walls were hung with polythene sheeting, and lengths of yellow cable ran between 
the temporary lighting that had been rigged up. 

Jiirgen lifted aside some of the sheeting to reveal a solid-looking door, then pressed a button on an 


intercom. Will heard the distant sound of a bell ringing. ‘Just letting my brother know we’re back,’ Jiirgen 
explained. Seconds later a voice came on the intercom. ‘Werner,’ Jiirgen began, then the lights flicked on 
in the room and he proceeded to have a rapid exchange with his brother in German. 

Elliott came alongside Will. ‘We don’t know what we’re walking into here,’ she whispered. “This 
could be a trap.’ 

Will was dismissive of the suggestion. ‘But they need us more than we need them, don’t they?’ he 
replied. 

“Werner says we have to bring you inside to take your blood under sterile conditions,’ Jiirgen said, 
breaking into their conversation. ‘That means you have to be decontaminated, and this is how we’re going 
to do it. Karl and I will go through first, then it’s your turn. On the other side of these doors yow’ ll find the 
primary sterilisation chamber, where we wash down our suits and go under the banks of UV light before 
we remove them. In the next room is the secondary chamber where we shower again and dress before we 
can enter the quarantine ward.’ 

‘But are we really able to go in there too? We can wash, but what about any virus in us? Will asked. 

‘My brother’s an expert in these procedures, and he thinks we can minimise the risk,’ Jürgen said. ‘Just 
remember that you have to leave all your clothes and equipment in the sealed boxes in the primary 
chamber before you go through the rest of the procedure I’ve described to you. Once you’re finished, you 
should don the gowns Pll put out for you. And you should wear face masks to ensure that you don’t exhale 
any virus into the ward.’ 

‘Got it. Okay,’ Will replied, pretending to be comfortable about the process. 

‘We’ll let you know over the intercom when you can enter,’ Jürgen said, hesitating before swivelling 
his cylindrical helmet in Will and Elliott’s direction. They could see his eyes as he added, ‘And thank you 
for helping us. I can’t tell you what this means to us ... to me ... it means Karl has a chance.’ Then he put 
his hand on his son’s shoulder, guiding him away. There was a hiss of air and the polythene sheeting 
around the room stirred as he pulled on the heavy door, and they both went in. 

Twenty minutes later Jiirgen’s voice came over the intercom, telling them it was their turn. As Will 
came to the door, there was a clunking sound as solenoids drew back the bolts in the heavy steel door and 
he was able to open it. There was another rush of air — a higher air pressure was clearly being maintained 
in the quarantine ward to stop any air from leaking in. 

Although everything was made of stainless steel, the interior of the first decontamination area had the 
feel of a changing room, with lockers and showers down either side of it. Will squashed his Bergen into 
one of the lockers, followed by his Sten. He began to unbutton his shirt, but then twisted around to Elliott, 
who was standing quite still in front of another locker. She’d been about to deposit her weapon inside a 
locker beside the other two Limiter rifles she’d been carrying. 

‘What’s wrong?’ Will asked. 

“We’re going into this completely empty-handed. No weapons ... that makes me very uncomfortable,’ 
Elliott whispered. 

“You stay here then. Pll go in by myself,’ Will suggested. ‘They only need to take blood from one of 
us.’ 

‘No way! We stick together — at all times,’ she replied quickly, then sighed. ‘But we don’t need to put 
ourselves in this position in the first place. If we make a run for it, they’ll never catch us. And we can 
make sure they never find us again.’ 

‘Don’t we owe them?’ Will replied. ‘Whatever you say, we’re partly to blame for what’s happened. 
How long can they go on living like this until someone screws up and they get infected? Or they run out of 
power or water or something?’ As Elliott didn’t speak, Will added, ‘You’re not very trusting, are you? 
Don’t you think if Drake had been here, he’d have tried to help them? Help save the life of that little kid?’ 


Elliott seemed taken aback by this. ‘I honestly don’t know,’ she said, biting her lip as she thought. ‘I 
suppose so. But if we do this and it goes wrong, it was your call, and it’s on your head.’ 

‘Righty-ho,’ Will said, then added hesitantly. ‘Um ... one thing though ...’ 

Elliott was unbuckling her belt. ‘What’s that?’ she asked. 

Will waved his hand at her side of the chamber. ‘No peeking, okay? You keep your eyes to your side, 
and Ill do the same. Deal?’ 

‘Er ... yes ... deal,’ she confirmed, realising what he was saying. 

They went through the decontamination procedure in bashful silence, stripping down and washing, then 
standing under the banks of ultraviolet light as they faced away from each other. And all the time fresh air 
was being pumped into the chamber — they could hear it rushing through the vents. 

Then, at the very moment the banks of ultraviolet lights went out, a voice spoke to them over the 
intercom by the entrance to the second chamber. ‘Move through to the next area now, please,’ it directed. 

‘Ladies first,’ Will said, keeping himself turned well away from Elliott. 

They showered again in the cubicles on their respective sides, dried themselves down and then put on 
the gowns and masks Jiirgen had provided for them. 

‘Are you dressed now?’ Will asked. 

“Yes, all ready,’ Elliott replied, and only now did they make eye contact. 

Still a little embarrassed by the situation, Will flexed his shoulders under the white gown. ‘Been a 
while since I washed in hot water like that. I feel all itchy.’ 

Elliott nodded, trying to hide a smile. ‘Yes, I noticed you’ve got a rash on your back.’ 

‘Huh!’ Will exclaimed, as the solenoids clunked on the door and they followed the order from the 
intercom to walk through into the quarantine ward itself. 

‘How do you know that? You cheated — you bloody well looked, didn’t you?’ Will hissed at Elliott as 
they stepped into the corridor on the other side of the door. He knew his face was burning; the problem 
with his milky complexion was that even the slightest degree of embarrassment showed itself. 

Elliott giggled. ‘And you’re really quite muscly, aren’t you?’ 

A man appeared from a doorway further down the corridor, and began striding towards them. Jiirgen, 
Will assumed. 

“Yeah ... well ... you have great dimples,’ he whispered back at Elliott, grinning mischievously. 

‘Dimples? Where? Wha—!’ Elliott burst out, but was forced into silence because the man was now 
close enough to hear. 

‘So we meet in the flesh. I’m Jürgen,’ the man said, giving them each a formal bow, but not offering to 
shake hands with them again, maybe because he still had a concern about making physical contact despite 
the thorough cleansing they’d undergone. 

Dressed in blue overalls, Jürgen was a slight man, not much taller than Will. His blond hair was still 
damp from his own decontamination procedure, his long fringe hanging lankly in front of his blue eyes. He 
now brushed it to one side self-consciously. ‘I hope your skin isn’t too sore after all the washing,’ he said, 
smelling the back of his hand. He indicated a rack of what resembled fire extinguishers by the base of the 
wall, but they were painted green with German lettering on them. ‘The showers you’ve just had contain 
germicide, same as in those tanks. It’s an added precaution against the virus, but it can cause a skin 
reaction.’ 

“Yes, Elliott noticed I had a rash,’ Will muttered, giving her a pointed look. 

Trying her best not to smile, Elliott asked, ‘So what do we do now?’ 

“Werner’s waiting for us in the laboratory. Please come this way,’ Jiirgen said, turning on his heels. 

As they set off down the corridor, Karl ran up and threw his arms around his father, hiding his face 


against him. With his fair locks, the child resembled his father, although he had dark smudges under his 
eyes as if he hadn’t slept for a while. Still with his face pressed against his father, he was sneaking the 
occasional look at Will and Elliott. 

‘Hi,’ Will said, but the boy didn’t reply. 

Jiirgen began to walk slowly, his son still hanging on to him. ‘Karl doesn’t speak. In fact, he hasn’t said 
a single word since the day of the plague. You see my wife, his mother, didn’t make it into this shelter in 
time. We know she was on the way here ... but maybe the invaders picked her up for more brainwashing. 
They were in the habit of doing that to anyone who appeared to be ina hurry.’ 

‘Tm sorry,’ Will mumbled. 

Jiirgen continued to walk slowly, his voice unsteady at the memory. ‘Anyway, we couldn’t wait for her 
any longer. We had no choice. We had to close the main door ... or we’d have been overwhelmed by all 
the other people in here.’ 

“You said brainwashed? You mean the Styx Darklit her?’ Elliott asked gently. 

‘Darklit?’ Jiirgen said, repeating the unfamiliar word. ‘With the purple light?’ He squinted and 
pretended to shield his face from a bright light. ‘Yes, we all had that. The people you call the Styx went 
through the city quarter by quarter, forcing us out of the buildings. Then they made us look at the purple 
lights, even Karl here.’ He ruffled the boy’s hair. 

Will exchanged a glance with Elliott, who was frowning. 

‘That’s not good news. We need to deal with whatever they’ ve implanted in you,’ she said, putting into 
words precisely what Will was thinking. 

“You can do that?’ Jiirgen asked. ‘How? And why?’ 

‘I’ve got a piece of kit in my Bergen that was developed to neutralise the Dark Light,’ Will replied, 
referring to the Purger. ‘What they put in your head might be dangerous for you, or anyone with you. I was 
programmed to chuck myself off anything high enough to kill me.’ 

‘I see,’ Jürgen said with a nod. ‘Then we should deal with that later, but first there’s a more pressing 
matter to address.’ He steered Will and Elliott into a room crammed with medical equipment. A man 
looked up from his microscope. ‘Guten Tag,’ he said. 

‘English, Werner, you need to speak in English,’ Jiirgen reminded him. 

Although Werner had his brother’s blue eyes and similar features, he was taller and far thinner. He was 
obviously the elder of the two, his blond hair very patchy on his scalp. 

‘Okay, in English,’ he said. 

“You need some of our blood?’ Will asked. 

‘That’s right. I’ve been working to identify the viral bodies so I can isolate them,’ Werner explained, 
inclining his head at the microscope. ‘So far I haven’t been successful.’ Then he got to his feet and pulled 
on a pair of rubber gloves. ‘You see, this ward you’re in was established because there was always the 
spectre of a new bacterium or viral strain seeping into our world from the surface. And because we 
would lack any natural resistance to it, it was feared that it might rip through the population. This plague 
that struck us was too virulent for our doctors to do anything in time.’ 

‘But you know how to prepare a vaccine from our blood?’ Will asked. 

Werner nodded. ‘The antigens in you will mean that I have a ready-made vaccine to inoculate us, and 
any other survivors we find, against the plague.’ He asked Will and Elliott to sit down, then used syringes 
to extract samples of blood from each of them. He told them that once he’d prepared the vaccine, either he 
or his brother would test it out first because if it went wrong then they couldn’t both afford to be 
incapacitated at the same time. 

‘That’ ll be me then ... the guineafowl,’ Jürgen said, nodding sanguinely. 


‘I think it’s guinea pig,’ Will corrected him. 

‘So you don’t need us any longer? Elliott asked. 

‘No, but if you’re agreeable, would you mind staying until we know the vaccine is viable? I might need 
some more samples,’ Werner said. ‘What’s the English expression — better safe than sorry.’ 

‘Okay ... but how long do you want us to stick around?’ Will asked, eager to leave the city and return to 
their base in the jungle. 

‘Forty-eight hours maximum,’ Werner replied, already taking their blood samples over to a centrifuge 
as he began his work. 

Jürgen escorted Will and Elliott from the laboratory and down a corridor, past several doors. ‘We have 
some rooms for you along here.’ He indicated the right-hand side of the corridor. ‘These are all isolation 
rooms, self-contained living quarters with their own distinct air filtration so you can remove your masks 
in them to eat and drink.’ 

They’d passed several of these isolation rooms when Will caught sight of something through the 
inspection window in one of the doors that made him pull up sharply. 

‘I don’t believe it!’ he exclaimed as he saw the figure perched on the edge of the sleeping cot, its skin 
rough and whorled like the bark of an old tree. ‘That’s a bushman, isn’t it? How did you get him to come 
here?’ 

‘I’ve never seen one alive before,’ Elliott said, going to the window to peer in. 

The bushman had his head towards her, his small brown eyes the only recognisable human feature until 
he opened his mouth and she saw his pink tongue. He appeared to be saying something. 

‘But why is he here?’ Will pressed Jürgen. 

‘I was one of a small team in the Institute of Antiquities that have been working with the indigenous 
population — or the tribespeople, as we refer to them — for the last decade,’ Jiirgen replied. ‘We 
established contact on an expedition and kept it from the military, who had it in their minds that they were 
hostile. Actually they had no idea what was in that sector of the jungle, but if they had known, they would 
most likely have mounted an operation to round them up.’ 

Jürgen took a breath. ‘It was regrettable that several servicemen lost their lives when they were 
mistakenly considered to be a threat to the pyramids. We were able to prevent any further deaths by 
talking to the tribespeople and making them understand.’ 

Will was shaking his head as he realised something. ‘So that’s why they left me and my father alone,’ he 
said. 

‘That’s correct,’ Jürgen confirmed. ‘As for this tribesman, he was smuggled into my institute several 
weeks before the plague hit, and I couldn’t just abandon him. I didn’t know if he was vulnerable to it too.’ 

“We found a few of them dead in the jungle,’ Will said. 

“Werner thought that might be the case. Most vertebrates are susceptible. And the tribesmen’s 
physiology beneath those radically different epidermal layers is essentially the same as ours,’ Jiirgen said. 

Elliott didn’t seem convinced by this. “They’re human?’ she asked. ‘They don’t look it.’ 

But Will’s mind was teeming with questions. ‘You said that you’ve been working with them? On what, 
exactly?’ 

‘The origins of their civilisation, the pyramids and the ruined city,’ Jürgen replied. ‘Progress has been 
slow because communication with them is so rudimentary. You see those drawings on the table in front of 
him?’ 

Will and Elliott peered at the sheets of paper covered with pictures, similar to the pictograms carved 
on the exterior of the pyramids. ‘Hieroglyphs?’ Will asked. 

“Yes. Right from the start, we figured out that it was the best way to have any sort of meaningful 


exchange. You see, their language is very basic ... very limited.’ 

‘My dad was able to talk to them, but it didn’t get us anywhere,’ Will said, remembering the moment 
inside the pyramid. 

‘That’s why this tribesman was at the institute, to make recordings. We’d made the breakthrough that 
they communicate with each other using a whole other set of sounds which are barely audible to the 
human ear. It’s ...’ 

‘It’s sort of high-pitched, like a buzzing noise,’ Will cut in. 

Jiirgen nodded. ‘That’s absolutely right.’ 

‘And it’s even more difficult to hear because they move at the same time ... they rustle,’ Will said, then 
fell silent as he stared into the middle distance. He still felt bitterness towards the bushmen about the way 
they had treated him and Dr Burrows. ‘I picked up on it when they took us prisoner — just before they 
shopped us to the Styx.’ 

Jiirgen turned to him. ‘You know, the bushmen weren’t ... aren’t your enemy. They don’t want to get 
involved in anyone else’s conflicts. If they gave you up to the invaders, then it was because they believed 
they had to in order to protect their pyramid. That’s what they do. That’s all they do. They protect their 
pyramids. Endless generations have been the guardians ... the caretakers of something they don’t seem to 
really understand.’ Jiirgen went to the observation window and held up his hand to the bushman, who held 
up one of his, although it resembled a bundle of twigs. 

Will noticed that there were pieces of his skin scattered all around where he was sitting, like shredded 
leaves. ‘What’s that by his feet?’ he asked. 

‘Their epidermal layer — their thick skin — is an evolutionary adaptation. It’s both camouflage and a 
screen against the sun’s harmful rays. But in here, away from the sunlight, the outermost layer isn’t 
necessary, and some of it begins to dry up and slough off.’ 

Jürgen was obviously keen to show Will and Elliott to their rooms, and began to edge along the 
corridor, but Will was lost in his thoughts and oblivious to this. As Elliott took him by the arm to get him 
moving, he said, ‘I’d love to know what you’ ve learnt from these people.’ 

‘Pd be very happy to take you through ...’ Jürgen said, tailing off as his son appeared. The boy thrust 
something into Will’s hand before running off again. It was a brightly-65 coloured lollipop that rotated on 
its stick, like the ones Will had seen in the shop. 

Jiirgen smiled. ‘You are honoured indeed. Those Kriesel lollies are Karl’s absolute favourites. You can 
eat it in your room, where you can take your mask off.’ 

‘I certainly will,’ Will said, spinning the top of the lollipop with his finger and smiling after the boy. 


Although the isolation rooms were small, the sleeping cots were comfortable enough, and the tinned food 
was a welcome change from Will and Elliott’s usual fare in the jungle. Jiirgen was the first candidate for 
Werner’s vaccine, suffering nothing more than a slight headache after he was injected and his body began 
to produce antigens against the disease. 

After twenty-four hours, Werner carried out tests on his brother’s blood to establish whether he’d 
acquired immunity against the virus. Even though the tests proved he had, Jiirgen didn’t venture outside the 
quarantine ward, but instead kept Will and Elliott company, talking about his research on the bushmen and 
the ruins his team had found on expeditions into the jungle. 

Werner then vaccinated himself, Karl and the bushman. The growing sense of excitement was almost 
palpable amongst the New Germanians, but then, halfway through the second day, there was an incident. 
Will was roused from his sleep by a crash and then voices in the corridor outside. Putting on his mask, he 
hurried from his room to find Elliott already there, with both of the New Germanian brothers. They were 
by the door to the bushman’s room, peering in through the observation port. 


“What is it?’ Will asked. 

“We don’t know yet,’ Werner mumbled. ‘We need to go in.’ 

Jiirgen nodded in agreement. 

Werner forced the door open, then quickly entered with his brother. That was when Will had the first 
glimpse. 

The bushman had passed out against the door, blocking it. Whatever was wrong with him, it must have 
come on when he’d risen from his cot; he’d obviously knocked over a small table when he’d fallen, which 
accounted for the crash. He was breathing quickly and his skin was dripping with sweat. 

And it was skin — every last scrap of the outer layer of bark-like hide had peeled off, and hunks of it 
were scattered over the cot and the floor around him. 

There was no mistaking that he was human now — he was a wiry but fully grown man. But, at odds with 
this, his skin was very pink, like a newborn child’s. And all over his body there were spots of blood, 
similar to abrasions, where shedding of the whorls of tough outer hide had caused haemorrhaging. 

Jiirgen and Werner each took one of the bushman’s arms and carried him back to his cot. 

Will saw then that he had absolutely no hair. Or eyebrows, for that matter. 

‘But has this happened before?’ Will asked. ‘All the outer layers dropping off?’ 

‘No, not with any of the other tribesmen we had with us in the Institute,’ Jürgen replied, as his brother 
took hold of the bushman’s wrist. 

‘His pulse seems strong enough, but the rate is very elevated,’ Werner said, as he timed it using his 
watch. 

Jürgen looked concerned. ‘It must be a reaction to the vaccine.’ 

‘I can’t see why. I ran some in vitro tests on his blood beforehand, and there was nothing to sugg—’ 

“Wait — look!’ Will said, as the bushman stirred, his eyes opening groggily. ‘He’s coming round!’ 

The bushman tried to lift himself up, but Jiirgen spoke soothingly to him, urging him to stay where he 
was. Although he probably didn’t understand what he was being told, the bushman relaxed and laid his 
head back on the pillow. His eyes were flickering open and then closing as if it was a struggle for him to 
remain conscious. 

Jiirgen held a glass to his lips, helping him to drink some water. ‘He’s very hot,’ he said. 

‘Maybe he’s contracted a mild fever, or he’s just become dehydrated,’ Werner suggested, as the 
bushman had some more to drink. 

Jürgen nodded. ‘That would explain why he fainted. And why he seems to be improving now.’ 

The bushman was indeed showing signs that he was recovering rapidly; he refused any more water and 
pushed the glass away as he attempted to speak. 

There were words in the guttural language that Will had heard before, but in between these the buzzing 
sound was now far more audible. And this was becoming even more audible with every second. It was as 
if his voice box was also going through a transformation. Quite suddenly, the pitch of the buzzing sound 
dropped, and well-defined and ugly sounds came from his throat. 

‘Jesus!’ Will exclaimed, taking such a sudden step back that he collided with the wall. 

Elliott was similarly shocked, too stunned to speak for the moment. 

Jiirgen and Werner turned towards them, giving them questioning looks. 

“What is it?’ Jürgen demanded. 

From the words she’d been able to recognise, the bushman had been asking what was wrong with him. 

In the Styx tongue. 

And as Elliott, because of her father, was fluent in the Styx language, she was able to answer the 


bushman in it. ‘Don’t worry. We’ll find out what’s wrong,’ she said to him, the eerie sound of her words 
filling the room as if someone was tearing old parchment. 

‘Mein Gott,’ Werner said. 

‘Mein Gott, indeed,’ Will said under his breath. 

Elliott switched back to English for Will and the two astounded New Germanians. ‘I can understand 
some of what he’s saying. He wants to know what’s wrong with him.’ 

Despite the fact he was so weak, on hearing Elliott speak in the Styx tongue the bushman’s eyes had 
flicked wide open. He heaved himself up from his cot and, before anyone could stop him, had thrown 
himself at her feet. With his face pressed to the floor, he continued to repeat the same words. 

“They have returned,’ he was saying over and over again. 

Will was dumbfounded. ‘All the time, the bushmen were talking in Styx. But at such a high pitch, no one 
knew it.’ 

He looked from the grovelling man on the floor to Elliott, and back to the man again. ‘If he can speak 
Styx, then maybe he’s part Styx like you? And maybe your blood ... your Styx blood in the vaccine caused 
this ... changed him. But how? And why?’ 


Chapter Three 


A: the sun began its final descent, long shadows were beginning to crawl over London, where street 
after street was yet again without power. People were barricading themselves in their houses and 
preparing themselves for another night of fear, hunger and cold. But they didn’t know whether they were 
defending themselves against the lawless gangs who were running amok without the police or army to 
stop them, or something far more sinister, if the rumours doing the rounds were to be believed. 

In some neighbourhoods the residents had organised themselves into local militia, using vehicles to 
close off roads, and wielding brooms, garden implements and even saucepans to see off anyone who tried 
to enter their areas without good reason. 

But in west London there was one bastion of apparent normality. The Westfield shopping centre, 
Britain’s largest mall, was somehow still connected to an active grid, and the light flooding through its 
windows proved to be irresistible to those too terrified to remain at home. 

No one had thought to turn the sound system off and piped music was playing in the background as, at 
regular intervals, a forced, DJ-smooth voice gave a pre-recorded message about forthcoming but long- 
out-of-date promotions. The shops themselves were definitely off limits with their security grilles firmly 
across them. Some still had goods in the window, but others had been vacated and the stock removed 
until, it was hoped, conditions returned to normal. 

All along the walkways in the shopping centre, people in sleeping bags or swaddled in blankets were 
settling down for the night. It was reminiscent of scenes from the Second World War when the 
underground platforms had been used as air-raid shelters. There may have been electricity to keep the 
lights burning, but the heating was another matter, and it was bitterly cold inside the building. A 
succession of small fires had been lit and were being stoked with empty packaging or whatever else could 
be found to keep them going, as empty-eyed faces stared into their meagre flames. 

Bound up in their own misery, none of them took much notice as a woman passed by. Tall and elegant, 
she threaded her way between the untidy clumps of people, her high heels clicking on the polished floor. 
If they had paid her any attention, they would have observed that she wore an expensive fur coat with the 
collar turned up, and that two men with hoods obscuring their faces were like twin shadows as they 
followed silently behind. 

A child, no more than six years old, made straight towards her and planted himself insolently in her 
path. 

‘Oi, rich lady, got anything to eat?’ the boy demanded. 

The woman, Hermione, stared down at him with undisguised disgust. ‘What?’ she said. 

‘I said, got anything to eat?’ the boy repeated, this time jabbing a dirty finger impatiently at his mouth as 
if he was talking to someone too stupid to understand him. 

Her dark-rimmed eyes blazed with anger, the muscles in her razor-lean face tightening so that she 
looked more like a sculpture than a human being. ‘Yes ...’ she growled, ‘... you!’ 


But as she finished speaking, a flood of lacteous saliva slopped over her black lip. 

Not taking his eyes from her, the boy inclined his head and made a coarse noise as if he was vomiting, 
then swaggered away. He knew he was still in earshot as he added, ‘Gross old minger.’ 

Hermione quickly put her hand to her mouth, not to wipe it, but to make sure the fleshy tube twitching 
like a snake inside her cheeks wasn’t about to show itself. She turned to one of the Limiters behind her. ‘I 
don’t know what it is with children these days — they show no respect,’ she said. ‘Make a note that I want 
to teach that little brat a lesson myself, will you? P ve got a grub with his name on it.’ 

The Styx soldier gave a small nod to show that he understood. 

As she caught the jaunty tune coming from the mall’s speakers, she cocked her head to one side. ‘Is that 
that The Girl From Ipanema?’ she asked. It was so upbeat and at odds with the fluorescent-lit scene of 
despair around her that she was unable to stifle a laugh as she began to head towards a retail unit at the far 
end of the shopping centre, outside which another pair of Limiters were waiting. As soon as they saw her, 
they pulled up the shutter so that she could enter. She strode through the front of the empty shop and 
straight into the storeroom at the rear. 

On some packing crates, Rebecca Two was sitting very close to Captain Franz. The instant that the girl 
realised someone had come into the room, she quickly pulled away from him. 

Hermione stood inside the doorway, shaking her head disapprovingly. 

As Captain Franz got to his feet, there was a distant look in his eyes that spoke of many sessions with 
the Dark Light. He’d been provided with a Styx Limiter’s long black leather coat and, with his strikingly 
blond hair, Hermione would have been the first to admit that he was extremely handsome. But the problem 
was that he happened to be human. 

“We’re moving out. Come along,’ Hermione said. She marched through to a door at the back of the 
storage room and hammered on it. It opened immediately and, with Rebecca Two, her captain and the two 
Limiters following behind, she stormed outside into the darkness. 

The only sound was the tapping of Hermione’s heels on the pavement as she led them at some speed 
through a succession of streets. They hadn’t yet reached their destination when she beckoned Rebecca 
Two to come alongside her. 

‘Did I just catch you canoodling with that New Germanian? You weren’t holding his hand, were you?’ 
she demanded. 

‘Er ... yes, I was,’ Rebecca Two admitted sheepishly. 

Hermione was shaking her head again as she walked briskly down the darkened road. ‘You’re not even 
fourteen yet. Do you think th—’ 

Rebecca Two tried to interrupt, but Hermione wasn’t having it. ‘No, you listen to me,’ she said. ‘I 
know you’re going to tell me you’re a Styx so your age in human years is irrelevant. And looking at you 
now,’ she cast her eyes over Rebecca Two beside her, ‘you’re very much a young woman. But at the end 
of the day, he’s not one of us — he’s a human. And to cap it all, his poor little human brain has been 
conditioned so many times that he’s been zombified.’ 

‘I know all that,’ Rebecca Two said. 

Hermione waited for the girl to continue, and when she didn’t she went on, ‘I’m only watching out for 
you. We’re in the same boat, you know. Even if it hasn’t been confirmed yet, we both know that we’ ve lost 
our sisters, our twins. We both know it in our bones. We can feel that emptiness inside us as if something’s 
missing, that pain of separation.’ 

They came to the Victorian church, and a Limiter rushed ahead to push open the large oak door for 
them. Inside, luminescent orbs had been set up around the walls, and there were many more Limiters. One 
of them had a man lying curled up on the ground by his feet. 


“Who’s that?’ Hermione asked. 

“The vicar. He was hiding in the vestry when we arrived,’ the Limiter replied. ‘He’s been trying to 
keep people out of his church.’ 

‘How very Christian of him,’ Hermione said, peering quizzically at the man. ‘So he’s unconscious?’ 

‘No, he’s not.’ The Limiter kicked the man. He gave a small cry and curled up even tighter, then broke 
into a torrent of mumbled prayers. 

‘Ah, excellent. I feel the urge.’ Hermione shucked off her fur coat. She tugged at the neck of her crimson 
camisole to free her insect legs where they sprouted from the top of her spine. She continued to give 
Rebecca Two advice as she raised a foot and pushed the terrified man over with a thrust of her long heel. 
‘Tm only telling you that whatever you think you feel for him ...’ she threw a look at Captain Franz 
standing quite still behind Rebecca, ‘... it’s just not normal. Excuse me for a moment.’ 

The vicar was still babbling his prayers, and too petrified to resist Hermione as she fell on him. 
Grabbing hold of his hair, she pulled his head round. ‘He’s young,’ she said. ‘And how nice to have a 
conscious but submissive one for a change.’ 

Hermione glanced up at Rebecca Two, giving her a pointed stare. ‘This is all these human flesh bags 
are fit for.’ She turned her attention back to the vicar, the ovipositor swinging from her mouth as it sought 
out his. It was then that he began to resist weakly, but it was short-lived as her insect legs gripped his 
head hard at the temples. 

The last thing he said was ‘God save me,’ as the tube penetrated his mouth, the egg sac squeezing down 
it and deep inside him. When it had been done, he simply rolled over onto his side and curled up again. A 
reflex action to the obstruction in his oesophagus was making him retch and cough as Hermione got to her 
feet. 

‘Ah, that’s a weight off,’ she said, slotting her egg tube back into her mouth. She sighed as she turned to 
Rebecca, juices flowing down her chin. ‘It’s just that your behaviour is frowned upon. Some would 
consider it to be unwholesome, sick even. And I’m telling you now that one day very soon you’re going to 
have to put this childish crush of yours behind you.’ 

There was sadness in Rebecca Two’s eyes as she nodded. 

‘It’s not a difficult choice. We have great times ahead of us,’ Hermione said. She leant closer to 
Rebecca Two and lowered her voice conspiratorially. ‘I know how it is. I did my stint Topsoil with the 
Heathen too, and one’s thoughts can become muddled, confused. There’s a temptation to go native — I 
experienced it too. But you’re a Styx, and that’s where your loyalties lie. Not with some pretty boy wimp 
that you’re going to outgrow very quickly. No, you’ll soon get over him.’ 

‘Now,’ Hermione announced, as she strode down the aisle. She mounted the steps up to the altar, where 
she swung around as if to address a non-existent congregation. ‘Where are my children, because I want 
them to sweep through that shopping centre like a plague of locusts. We’ll show these flesh bags that 
nowhere is safe for them.’ 

There, at the altar, her insect legs extended to their full length and came together, rattling, and then 
vibrating faster and faster, until the sound was a continuous hum. At the same time, Hermione put her head 
back and opened her mouth, issuing a call that no human could hear. 

On all sides of the church, the windows suddenly burst inwards, fragments of stained glass showering 
down around the Limiters. 

Armagi streamed in from all sides, alighting on the backs of the pews and gathering together in the 
aisle. Semi-transparent beasts, as if made of liquid ice, the spiked feathers of their wings glittered under 
the light from the orbs. 

Hermione ended her call, lowering her head. ‘Ah, my children,’ she said. ‘My children have come to 
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With his ever-present escort of a pair of Styx Limiters, Danforth was doing his rounds of the floor, 
peering over the shoulders of the operators seated in front of their screens. 

A red indicator began to flash above one of the desks and the operator held her hand mechanically in 
the air. Danforth immediately went over to her. She had spotted something in a radio frequency sweep and 
flagged it for his attention. As he watched her screen, he repeated, ‘Interesting,’ several times, but became 
distracted as he heard a sound from several desks away. He turned just in time to see the operator, a man 
in his forties, tug his headphones off and then begin to get to his feet. 

“Who said you could leave your post?’ Danforth snapped, but the man didn’t answer. For a moment he 
swayed on his feet, a remote look appearing in his eyes before he keeled over backwards, taking his chair 
with him. 

Tutting furiously, Danforth went to check on the man. Not noticing any signs that he was breathing, he 
felt his neck for a pulse. ‘He’s dead,’ Danforth pronounced without emotion, gripping the man’s chin to 
turn his head. ‘Don’t suppose either of you feel like administering CPR to bring him back?’ he asked, half 
glancing at his Limiter guards, who were hovering behind him. 

‘No, thought not,’ he answered himself, as they didn’t respond. Danforth scrutinised the expired man’s 
face, which had dark bruises under the eyes and was coated in a sheen of sweat. ‘Cardiac arrest due to 
extreme exhaustion and dehydration, I would hazard,’ he said, as he indicated the man’s blue lips to his 
Limiters. ‘Get him out of here, will you?’ 

Straightening up, Danforth rubbed his hands distastefully together as if removing the man’s sweat from 
them. 

“What is it?’ the Old Styx asked, as he appeared beside the two Limiters. 

Danforth glanced at the dead man’s desk, at a picture of two young children playing in the cerulean 
waters of some tropical sea. They were obviously his children. “These people are only human,’ Danforth 
said dispassionately. ‘We’ve hotwired their simple little brains with the Dark Lights and they’re 
performing their tasks adequately, but we’re pushing them beyond their physical limits.’ 

‘Out of necessity. We need results,’ the Old Styx said, but without antagonism. He had a grudging 
respect for Danforth, who was assisting them in realms of technology that would have been out of reach 
without his expertise. 

And where they were now, just south of London in a government communications substation where 
electronic traffic could be monitored, it was proving to be a real boon to the Styx as they continued to 
strike at key targets. Of course, most forms of communication such as landlines, mobile phones, any radio 
or television broadcasts and the internet, had long since been shut down. But more specialist 
communications used by the military or via satellite link couldn’t be stopped or jammed, and that’s where 
Danforth came in. 

He wasn’t just another of the Darklit automatons who did only as they were instructed — his expertise 
meant that the Styx could keep one step ahead of the limited military resistance that they were 
encountering from time to time. 

Danforth was proving to be valuable, which was fortunate for him or otherwise they would have 
dispensed with him many weeks ago. 

And he’d also directed the Styx in which radar surveillance installations should be destroyed or kept in 
operation so that any interference from the international community could be detected early on and headed 
off. The Styx certainly didn’t want a multinational task force throwing a spanner in the works as they 
systematically dismantled the country. 


“Well, we’ve got a limited asset here, then,’ Danforth said, glancing around at the silent, drawn faces lit 
by their screens. ‘Many of these operators won’t last much longer than a day or two without rest and some 
proper food.’ 

The Old Styx nodded. ‘Then let the important ones have a break. The rest, doing less skilled tasks, can 
work until they drop.’ 

“Very good,’ Danforth said, although the Old Styx had just passed the death sentence on the majority of 
the humans present in the room. ‘And I want to show you something.’ He led the Old Styx back to the 
screen where a signal had been detected. Pushing aside the woman who’d been at the monitor, he leant 
over the keyboard and typed rapidly on it. A list of numbers scrolled up over the screen. ‘It may be 
nothing, but someone’s intermittently using analogue equipment at this location.’ As he hit a key, a map 
came up with a pulsing circle. ‘The signal is originating from here.’ Danforth sent the coordinates to print, 
snatching the page as it came out and handing it to the Old Styx. ‘Worth sending a patrol to investigate, 
don’t you think?’ 

“Yes, we’ll despatch one immediately,’ the Old Styx confirmed. 

Danforth looked up at him. ‘And it’s very close to where I advised you that we should be right now. It’s 
on one of the main feeder routes to GCHQ Cheltenham.’ Danforth indicated all the operators in the room 
with a sweep of his hand. ‘Sure, we can detect and pinpoint transmissions from here, but the equipment 
they have in that installation — in the Doughnut, as it’s called — is second to none. I know because I 
designed a hunk of it when the place was built. And with that equipment at your disposal, you can get 
inside the signals — even satellite-bound traffic — and eavesdrop to your heart’s content. Even decrypted 
transmissions.’ 

“Yes, your recommendation has been noted,’ the Old Styx replied. ‘It’s something that we’ll have to 
deal with sooner or later, anyway, and it’s irksome that we haven’t been able to penetrate it before now 
and turn it to our use. The security measures to detect Darklit mules are extensive, and the military 
perimeter is formidable.’ 

‘So that’s a yes? We’re going for a strike?’ Danforth asked. 

“Yes, very shortly.’ The Old Styx took a breath. His voice showed no emotion, although he narrowed 
his eyes just the tiniest degree. ‘That place has always been top of your list, Danforth. Is there an ulterior 
motive to your suggestion?’ 

Danforth smiled, but it was a malicious smile. ‘A few years back, I volunteered my considerable 
services, and they didn’t even grant me a meeting. Much of that facility wouldn’t be what it is today if it 
hadn’t been for me. They have this coming to them.’ 

‘Now shine it like a comet of revenge,’ the Old Styx quoted from Shakespeare’s Henry VI. 

‘A prophet to the fall of all our foes!’ Danforth said, adding the next line. 

There was a moment when both men simply regarded each other, recognising a kindred spirit, before 
the Old Styx spoke. ‘I understand a man with that motivation.’ He wheeled to the two Limiters. ‘You were 
told to remove the body. Why have you not done it yet?’ He spun on his heels and walked away. 

Danforth was left with one of his Limiter escorts as the other dealt with the dead operator. Stifling a 
yawn, he did a last round of the floor, then began towards the windowless office that had been his home 
for the past month. Although he never slept for long, he would grab the occasional catnap when he could. 
Without turning on the light and still fully dressed, he went straight to the camp bed and lay down, while 
the Limiter remained in the corridor where he took up position. 

Danforth yawned as he rolled over onto his side. The Limiter outside the room had no way of seeing 
what he was doing as he put his hand into his mouth and twisted one of his molars. With the tiniest click, 
the hollow crown came away. 

At one time, when he would be posted abroad to advise the intelligence services of other countries on 


their electronic surveillance, there had always been the risk that he might be abducted and tortured for 
what he knew. Then the hollow molar had contained enough cyanide to kill him within seconds. 

But if Danforth had a talent above all others, it was the ability to take a piece of electronic hardware 
and miniaturise it. And that was precisely what he’d done in order to fit the state-of-the-art radio inside 
the tooth. ‘I knew I should have flogged Sony the patent,’ he said under his breath, as he activated the tiny 
radio with a press of his fingernail. 

He didn’t need to see the device, operating it through touch alone. By tapping the message in Morse 
code, the device began to record it. It was only a short message, but when it was ready Danforth pressed a 
preset number of times and it was sent, at a frequency which, not by chance, was in a blind spot for the 
detection equipment just down the corridor. 

In any case the transmission had taken only a fraction of a fraction of a second — or, as the military 
called it, ‘a burp’ — because the message was so highly compressed. Even if one of the operators in the 
main room had happened to pick up the transmission on their screens, they would very likely have put it 
down to a scanner glitch. 

When he had screwed the tooth back in place, the small smile on Danforth’s lips faded as he drifted off 
to sleep. 
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‘Um. You can’t do that,’ Chester said. 

‘Do what?’ Stephanie was at the table by the window, leaning over a chessboard. 

Rising from his armchair by the fire, Chester went to stand beside her. ‘Pawns only move diagonally 
when they’re taking something,’ he said, as he cast an eye over the various pieces she’d left in random 
positions while she’d been practising. ‘Your grandfather must have told you that.’ 

“Yeah, but isn’t that so totally lame?’ Stephanie flipped the small chess piece over with one of her 
bright red fingernails. ‘Prawns are like these boring little no-marks, nearly as useless as the stupid horses 
and castles.’ 

‘Pawns,’ Chester corrected her gently. ‘They’re called pawns.’ He’d been gradually coming out of his 
Shell after the trauma of seeing his parents die in the Complex. But it was a slow process and, in the 
beginning, even a sudden sound, such as a slammed door or a raised voice, was too much for him and 
could reduce him to tears. All Chester had wanted was to hide away under the blankets in one of the tiny 
bedrooms upstairs in the cottage, and sleep, and go on sleeping, because that was the only way he could 
escape his anguish. 

The problem was that when he did eventually wake, there were a few untroubled seconds before he 
remembered what he was doing there. Then the terrible memories were back in a gush, and the pain was 
with him again. It was more than Chester could bear, as though something was devouring him from inside 
until all that remained was the loss and regret, and a crippling paralysis. 

After a couple of weeks of this Chester had slept all he could, so he simply lay on his bed, staring up at 
the corners of the room. He felt even more lost and alone as the wind howled in from over the sea, rattling 
the tiles on the roof like drumming from a distant pageant. His mind wouldn’t stop replaying, over and 
over, the fateful day on which his parents had been killed, as he analysed and relived each tiny event 
leading up to the moment of the explosion, changing them slightly each time as he imagined what he might 
have done to prevent their deaths. 

I should never, never have left her. If only he had stayed with his mother in the kitchen. Why had he left 
her alone when he’d gone to Drake? He should have clung on to her, not letting her out of his sight. No! 
Dad! Stop! Chester could have stopped his father from going down the approach tunnel to his mother, 


rugby-tackling him if necessary. If he had, his father would most probably be alive today, and perhaps his 
mother too. Chester’s version of the day became ever more fanciful until he was confronting Danforth in 
the tunnel, emptying a full magazine into the traitor as his Sten bucked in his hands. 

“Take that, you stinking BASTARD!’ Chester would growl behind his teeth, coming out of his open- 
eyed dream, drenched in sweat and his fists clenched with hatred for the man who had slaughtered his 
parents. He’d never wanted to hurt and kill someone so much, perhaps even more than the Rebecca twins 
and the Styx themselves. Although, when he thought about it, Martha wasn’t far off the top of his hate list 
for what she’d put him through. 

And even if Chester desperately needed to go downstairs, perhaps because he was thirsty and wanted 
some water, he would remain where he was, not caring that he was so uncomfortable. In any case, Old 
Wilkie often kept vigil during the night in a chair by the front door, armed with his shotgun in case the Styx 
decided to turn up. As depressed as he was, Chester was reluctant to have his brains blown out over the 
cottage walls as he blundered into the man. It would all be too much bother. 

Then, much to his surprise, Chester found that he was beginning to crave human company, although at a 
distance. He found that it made him feel a little better to be around Stephanie and Old Wilkie, even though 
he would feign interest in his book so that he had an excuse not to talk to either of them. 

This lack of communication with Stephanie and Old Wilkie made life rather difficult in the confines of 
the cramped cottage, where they were completely cut off from the outside world. They’d had the most 
miserable Christmas lunch Chester could have imagined, sitting for the most part in silence around the 
meal Old Wilkie had gone to such lengths to prepare. All it did for Chester was summon the memories of 
Christmases past with his parents. Unable to control his emotions, he’d used a bad headache as an excuse 
to leave the table, even before Old Wilkie had brought the Christmas pudding out. 

‘Pawns, whatever,’ Stephanie now said with a shake of the head, snatching the queen from the board to 
admire it. “These guys are the business because they can move in every direction and as many squares as 
you want. And they’re more powerful than all the others, including the stuffy old kings, who are only good 
for running away and losing you the game. I mean why can’t you play with all queens? The game would be 
so, like, better.’ 

‘But then it wouldn’t be chess,’ Chester reasoned. He started a sigh but morphed it into a humming 
sound, as if he was giving serious consideration to her suggestion, because he didn’t want to upset the 
girl. He couldn’t bear the thought of upsetting anyone; he still felt so torn up and bruised inside that he 
shied away from anything unpleasant. And watching her try to learn the game had brought home how much 
he missed Will, his longstanding opponent. ‘You can’t go completely changing the game, but there are 
other ways to play it,’ he added. 

Stephanie folded her arms in front of her chest and pulled a sulky face, but Chester could tell it wasn’t 
genuine. ‘Maybe you should have a go at playing by my rules,’ she said, peering at Chester from under her 
red mane, which hung loosely in front of her face. This was a surprising new development because she 
usually took so much care over her appearance, but today was one of her designated ‘bad hair days’ as 
she called them. 

She’d informed her grandfather and Chester that as it was only the three of them in the cottage she 
wasn’t going to all the effort of washing her hair every morning. It was too much of a ‘hassle’, she said, 
because lugging hot water from the Aga all the way upstairs was such a chore, and there was no way she 
was prepared to take a cold bath. Besides — she’d gone on to tell them — as they were in the back of 
beyond and there was zero likelihood that anyone would drop in to see them, what was the point? 

Chester wasn’t sure whether to be flattered she was so relaxed in his company, or to be put out because 
she wasn’t making an effort for him. 

Stephanie returned the pieces to each end of the board, but not in their usual positions. ‘So, as we’re 


playing my game now, pretend all these are queens. Except, of course, for the two boring kings.’ She 
looked up at Chester. ‘Get ready for a trouncing, Chucky Boy.’ 

“Well ...’ he began, glancing back to his book left open on the armchair. He didn’t want to get into this, 
but was unable to come up with an excuse at such short notice. 

‘Pull up a pew, and prepare to meet thy doom,’ Stephanie said, pointing at the chair opposite her. ‘You 
know, your face looks better,’ she said, as he was slow to do what she’d asked. ‘My moisturiser’s really 
helping.’ 

“Yes, thank you for that,’ Chester said, touching his forehead where the small scabs were healing. His 
eczema had broken out all over his face and hands like never before. Old Wilkie suggested that it was 
more than likely to have been triggered by what he’d been through, but Chester preferred to tell himself it 
was because of the damp in the cottage. ‘I’m less of a freak show now,’ he said uncomfortably. 

Stephanie smiled. ‘You never w—’ 

She was interrupted as the door from the kitchen swung open and Old Wilkie entered, with someone 
who appeared to be a soldier following closely behind. The man was wearing an SAS windproof smock 
with the hood up, which he now pulled back. 

‘Parry!’ Chester burst out as he recognised the grey-bearded face and craggy features, and rushed over 
to him. ‘I had no idea you were here!’ 

‘Hello, lad, how are you?’ Parry said warmly, gripping Chester’s hand in both of his. ‘Sorry to have 
left you out here for so long.’ 

“We thought you’d forgotten us,’ Stephanie said. 

Parry acknowledged her with a quick smile, then turned towards Chester again. ‘I came as soon as I 
had a chance. Things have been a bit chaotic to say the least.’ As Parry spoke, Chester took in his beige 
beret, noticing the winged dagger on the badge. ‘Yes,’ the old man said. ‘I’ve been helping the Regiment 
out. But, more importantly, tell me how you’ve been?’ 

‘Better, I suppose,’ Chester replied flatly. 

‘Oooh, I must look such a mess,’ Stephanie mumbled as she began to tidy her hair, darting looks at the 
doorway where Parry had entered from in case someone else was about to come through. 

‘Have you heard from anybody? From Will or Elliott? Or Drake?’ Chester asked. ‘Are they back?’ 

Parry had taken out his satphone and now passed it from one hand to the other. ‘No, but it’s too early to 
give up hope on them yet. Who knows what they walked into when they arrived down there? Perhaps they 
got the job done, but met resistance on the way home,’ Parry answered in a measured way, although 
Chester caught the slight frown on his face before Stephanie butted in. 

‘But how did you get here, Parry?’ she said. ‘We didn’t hear you arrive.’ 

‘By chopper,’ Parry replied. ‘It’s just about the only way to get around these days.’ 

‘So have we got the all-clear now? Can we go home?’ she was quick to ask. 

There was no doubt how worried Parry was as his brow formed multiple Vs. His eyes found the radio 
on the windowsill. ‘Exactly how much do you know about what’s been going on in the rest of the 
country?’ 

‘Nothing, really,’ Stephanie said, also turning to glance at the radio. ‘We’ve only got that ancient thing. 
We can tune in to a handful of stations, but the signal’s so weak here it’s always, like, dropping out. I can’t 
even get any proper mus—’ 

‘That’s because the Styx are continuing to target news dissemination,’ Parry interrupted, ‘by jamming 
the frequencies so nothing gets through.’ As he took a breath, Chester used the opportunity to speak. 

‘So it’s bad, is it?’ 

Parry gave a humourless chuckle. ‘Bad doesn’t begin to describe it. No one trusts anyone else, mainly 


because they’re frightened and very hungry. Imports have stopped so food’s scarce, and in any case the 
transport infrastructure has ground to a halt.’ 

Parry shook his head. ‘“There’s rioting and looting everywhere in the country because what’s left of the 
police force have all but given up. People are hiding in their homes, army towns are putting up 
fortifications as though they’re minor fiefdoms, and gangs of vigilantes are taking it out on the nearest 
minority they can get their hands on. It’s as though the country’s been thrown back into the Dark Ages.’ 

‘But what’s the government doing about this?’ Stephanie asked. 

“They haven’t got the faintest idea how to put things right,’ Parry replied. ‘And it’s no good going to 
anyone in Europe for help. They’re terrified that it’s going to spread to them, so they’ve simply shut us 
out.’ 

“Then our attack on the warehouse didn’t do much to stop the Styx,’ Chester said. 

‘No, unfortunately,’ Parry replied. ‘When the Rebeccas hightailed it, one twin remained Topsoil with a 
Styx female, while we believe the other travelled down to the inner world. So everything that Eddie 
warned would happen is becoming a reality.’ 

Much as Chester wanted to shy away from any of this, he couldn’t stop himself from asking the 
inevitable question. ‘You’re talking about the Phase?’ he said. 

“We delayed it with our assault on the warehouse, but that only had the effect of cranking it up a notch, 
maybe into something even worse. Here on the surface it’s more than just Limiters and Darklit humans 
we’re up against now. They’ ve got the Armagi with them too.’ 

“What are they like?’ Stephanie put in. 

“They look like Limiters until they transform, then they look like nothing on God’s Earth. They’re 
extremely effective killing machines, whatever environment they’re operating in. I know that because 
we’ ve seen them in action.’ Parry suddenly sounded very weary. ‘And as for how precisely we deal with 
them, I have to admit we don’t have any answers at present.’ 

Stephanie opened her mouth to speak again but Parry cut her short. ‘I don’t know how long we’ll be 
safe here, because the Armagi may have detected my chopper on the way in. And also our latest intel is 
that the Styx have commandeered a number of key radar installations.’ 

‘Not safe here?’ Chester mumbled. 

“Yes, so I want you all to get your things together. You’re clearing out with me when I go.’ 

“We’re really leaving?’ Stephanie said, trying her best not to sound delighted. 

“Yes, but not right away. Chester, I need you to come somewhere with me first. And make sure you 
wrap up warm,’ Parry said, already making towards the door. 

“We’re going outside?’ Chester said unenthusiastically, throwing a glance through the window at the 
gathering darkness outside. ‘Do I really have to come?’ 

“Yes, I need you with me,’ Parry replied. From his tone Chester knew that it wasn’t an option for him to 
refuse, however unwilling he was to get involved again. ‘We’re going to RV with some contacts of mine. 
And don’t bring a weapon with you — better that you’re not armed,’ Parry added, before rapping his 
walking stick once on the floor, then turning to the front door. 


Chester followed Parry’s advice and put on a thick jumper and his warmest jacket. As he emerged from 
the cottage, the man was talking on a satphone, but it was different from the one he’d been carrying inside. 
He held up a hand to indicate that he needed to finish the conversation, turning slightly away so that 
Chester couldn’t hear what he was saying. 

As the chill wind bit into him, Chester began to boil up inside; much as he respected Parry, he was 
done with all this. He was just summoning the courage to tell Parry this, so he could go back inside, to his 


nice warm bed, when the old man abruptly ended the call. 

“We need to get our skates on,’ he said, marching off across the gorse-covered field in the direction of 
the sea. With a groan, Chester followed after him. Parry was putting on a turn of speed and barely using 
his walking stick as they approached the cliff edge. And he seemed to be very familiar with the lie of the 
land as he followed the cliff along to where a track led down. The full force of the wind was on them 
now, and Chester was struggling as he negotiated the steps hewn into the rock. There was a thick rope to 
hang on to, but it was still a daunting task with only Parry’s dim torch to light the way. Then they arrived 
at the bottom. 

‘Keep your arms at your sides and your hands open,’ Parry told Chester, raising his voice to be heard 
over the bluster of the wind. ‘And don’t make any sudden moves. You have absolutely no reason to be 
alarmed by what’s about to happen.’ 

‘Alarmed ... but what is about to happen? And why do I need to be here anyway?’ Chester demanded, 
unable to keep the antipathy from his voice. He hadn’t actually agreed to any of this, and now he was 
standing on a windswept beach in the dark. He just wasn’t ready to become embroiled in another of 
Parry’s schemes. The last one had resulted in everyone almost running out of air in the Complex, after that 
madman Danforth had blown up and killed his parents. 

‘Look, I’m sorry to drag you along, old chap, after all you’ve been through,’ Parry said, giving 
Chester’s arma squeeze through his duffel coat. ‘But this is important, and you are important.’ 

He pulled Chester gently after him as he set off down the incline of the beach. As their feet crunched on 
the pebbles, Chester strained to see if anyone was there, his eyes slitted against the spray from the sea. 
But he couldn’t see a soul on the foreshore, which disappeared off into the murky darkness to either side 
of him. 

Parry stopped dead once they had covered about half the distance to the sea, then clipped his torch to 
his jacket. 

‘Now put your hands on your head. Slowly,’ he said to Chester. ‘And just relax. You’re going to be 
fine.’ 

Chester reluctantly followed Parry’s example, part of him feeling very apprehensive, and the other part 
bitterly resenting this intrusion into his life. Into his grief. 

‘Callsign Delta Echo,’ Parry suddenly announced loudly, then said the words again at even greater 
volume so they would be heard above the sound of the wind and the crash of the waves. 

From somewhere close by came a harsh, efficient response. ‘Yankee Alpha.’ 

Shadows suddenly came to life all around them. 

Chester glimpsed black-clad men bristling with weapons before his arms were seized and wrenched 
behind his back. He felt a tie go around his wrists, binding them tightly, before a hood was slipped over 
his head. 

It was so evocative of the brutal way he’d been treated in the Colony when he was sentenced to 
Banishment that he began to struggle against his captors, twisting his body away from them. 

Someone whispered into his ear, ‘Calm it, junior, or we knock you out cold.’ The voice was American, 
and Chester had no doubt that the man meant what he’d said. He let his body go slack, closing his eyes 
under the hood, and allowing himself to be led down the rest of the beach and then into some sort of boat 
or inflatable. The vessel was tossed around by the waves as the low drone of an outboard started up, then 
he felt the forward motion. He was on the move. 

Five minutes later, the vessel bumped into something, and he was hoisted out by men on both sides of 
him, his feet meeting with a firm surface. As he was frogmarched a short distance along it, he was telling 
himself that he must be on a ship, then the two men drew him to a halt. 


‘Hoods off and untie them,’ another American voice barked. 

As his hands were freed and the hood was whisked from his head, Chester blinked, trying to make out 
where he was. A diffuse red light percolated through the sea spray. The light seemed to be coming from 
somewhere above. ‘Arms out wide, bud,’ one of the men beside Chester ordered, and he immediately 
obeyed. 

The men searched him thoroughly, feeling along his arms and legs, and even telling him to lift each foot 
so they could check the soles of his boots. Then they produced some sort of scanner, which wailed to 
itself as they passed it over his body, particularly concentrating on his stomach. Not far away he could see 
Parry was going through the same treatment. 

‘All checks done. He’s clean,’ one of the men beside Chester called out. 

‘Ditto this one,’ someone from Parry’s escort reported back. 

‘Head for the ladder,’ Chester was told, as he was steered in the direction of the light. 

Whatever he was on, it was pitching in the sea like something of considerable size. It wasn’t a ship — 
he was certain of that. The larger waves were washing straight across duckwalks on its deck, and the only 
structure he could vaguely make out as he came closer to it was around forty feet in height. 

In the glow of the red illumination he spotted some large white letters on the tower that loomed out of 
the misty darkness before him. 

USS Herald, Chester read. Then the penny dropped. ‘A submarine?’ he asked incredulously, as he 
began up the metal rungs on the side of the conning tower. ‘We’re on an American submarine?’ 

“Yes, my friend, you’re a guest on one of the US of A’s finest, most awe-inspiring nuclear subs,’ a gruff 
voice behind him drawled. 


a 


‘Not much moving tonight?’ Eddie asked. 

‘No. Nothing in or out,’ the man on the scope said, not looking up. 

Several observation posts had been set up in buildings around the periphery of GCHQ, the government 
installation often referred to as the ‘Doughnut’ because the circular structure so closely resembled one, 
and Eddie was now checking in on each of them. This observation post had been established in the attic of 
an abandoned house, in which part of the roof had been removed so that there was an unobstructed view 
of the government installation several hundred yards away, one of the few that the Styx had yet bothered to 
put out of action. And this observation post was typical of all the others, consisting of one of Eddie’s 
former Limiters and a member of the Old Guard, who between them were carrying out the around-the- 
clock surveillance. 

Moving to the opening in the roof, Eddie peered out at the lights in the Doughnut. Although London 
seemed to be receiving the brunt of the Styx attacks, he suspected it was only a matter of time before they 
did something about GCHQ as it continued to operate. The threat, when it came, would be from outside 
and not from the staff at the installation itself, because the moment that Parry’s first reports warning of 
Dark-lighting had been lodged with the military, the Director of GCHQ had had the foresight to put into 
action the centre’s lockdown measures. Parry and the Director had known each other for several decades, 
so the Director had no doubt that it was something he should take seriously. He doubled up the personnel 
on all the access points to the Doughnut, put an extra military perimeter around it and, crucially, he had 
implemented the use of Purgers for all incoming personnel long before most other sensitive locations had 
done the same. 

And now, as the member of the Old Guard scanned the approach road through his binoculars, a cup of 
steaming soup from his Thermos within easy reach, Eddie took a last lingering look at him. 


The Limiter, sitting in the corner of the attic, stirred from his trance-like state as he heard Eddie’s 
voice. 

‘I’m going to check in on the next post,’ Eddie said, glancing at his watch before he headed towards the 
stairs leading down from the attic. 

As he found the first step with his foot, he felt regret that the two men were part of a game that called 
for their lives. Their location had been handed to the Styx on a plate, and they were both to be sacrificed 
for the sake of appearances, but Eddie’s face — as expressionless as ever — betrayed nothing. 

“Thank you, both of you,’ he said, as he descended from view. 


PART Two 


The Tower 





Chapter Four 


he bushman was being bounced around in the seat next to Jiirgen, who was manoeuvring the New 

Germanian half-track through the jungle at some speed. It was a hefty eighteen-tonne military vehicle, 
requisitioned from a military compound in the city, and with its combination of wheels and caterpillar 
tracks it was ideal for the jungle track, which a recent monsoon had turned into a muddy stream. 

There were numerous crates of apparatus in the rear of the vehicle that the New Germanian brothers 
had hastily assembled for the expedition. Despite this, there was still plenty of room for Will and Elliott 
to spread out. 

As they sat across from each other on the side benches, Will caught Elliott’s attention. ‘He’s doing it 
again,’ Will mouthed at her, as he indicated the bushman in the front seat. 

The bushman’s new appearance had taken some getting used to. He looked very different now, wearing 
a pair of blue dungarees, a boonie hat and a pair of wraparound sunglasses, all very necessary to protect 
him from the sun since he’d lost his extraordinary epidermal layer. 

But this wasn’t why Will was pointing at him. As he had done since the first moment Elliott had spoken 
to him in Styx, the man was forever sneaking glances at her, as if he couldn’t keep his eyes off her. And 
each time Elliott returned one of his glances, he quickly averted his eyes. 

He now did this yet again, peering at her over his shoulder. And, true to form, as Elliott made a move to 
acknowledge him, he whipped his head back round to the windscreen again. Never once had he met her 
eyes. 

Will leant towards Elliott, waving her closer so she could hear him over the sound of the engine. 
“Reckon our bushman here has a massive crush on you,’ he suggested mischievously. 

Elliott shook her head. ‘Don’t be an idiot, Will.’ 

Will was grinning. ‘We should give your new BF a name. We can’t keep calling him the bushman.’ 

Elliott didn’t rise to Will’s teasing as she thought out loud. ‘No, I get the feeling he’s sort of frightened 
of me ... for some reason,’ she said. 

‘I know! Woody!’ Will burst out all of a sudden. ‘Yes, that’s what we should call him — Woody ... get 
it?’ 

Elliott groaned. ‘That’s as bad as one of Drake’s awful jokes,’ she said, smiling sadly. ‘I never thought 
Pd miss them as much as I do.’ 

‘And if Woody’s leaves grow back, we can change his name to Russell,’ Will added, but in a flat voice, 
because like Elliott he was thinking about their friend Drake and how unlikely it was that he’d survived 
the nuclear explosion. 

What Elliott had said about Woody, as he’d just been christened, did have some credence, though. He 
did seem to be in total awe of her, and, although he’d gone back to scanning the passing trees through his 
wraparounds as they continued their way through the thick jungle, he did seem to be only interested in 
Elliott. For the first twenty-four hours after Woody had regained consciousness, he’d repeatedly tried to 


throw himself at her feet. And all he would say were the same words, “They have returned’. 

The revelation that Elliott was half Styx — or half invader, as they insisted on putting it — had taken the 
two New Germanian brothers by surprise, because neither Will nor Elliott had considered her parentage 
relevant when they took Jiirgen through the series of events that led to the release of the virus in the inner 
world. But the New Germanian brothers seemed to accept it after speaking in more detail to Elliott about 
the matter and, in any case, by the start of the second day Woody’s fever had completely abated. He 
stopped babbling his set phrase in Styx and, indeed, clammed up altogether and became very withdrawn. 

Werner’s diagnosis was that Woody was suffering from shock because of his abrupt physical 
transformation. In an effort to help him to readjust, Jiirgen had spent time with the bushman in his room, 
trying to communicate with him as he had done previously using the medium of the hand-drawn 
hieroglyphs. At the very least, Jürgen wanted to make him understand that he was immune to the virus and 
could leave the quarantine ward whenever he wanted. 

Then they had put that to the test. After many weeks of being cooped up inside, it was quite an occasion 
when the New Germanian brothers, along with Karl and Woody, filed through the decontamination areas 
without suiting up. Nobody spoke as they emerged from the shadowy interior of the hospital and stepped 
from the main entrance, followed by Will and Elliott. The rains had come and washed much of the ash 
away so that the streets looked cleaner than before. It was almost as if the city had returned to normal, 
except that the mound of charred bones remained as a testament to the terrible impact of the plague. 

As they stood in the glaring sunshine, everyone was looking at everyone else. Then Werner spread his 
arms like an opera singer about to burst into song and gulped down a large breath of air. He held it in for 
several seconds as if savouring it, then exhaled slowly and dramatically through his nose. For so many 
weeks all that the New Germanians and the bushman had known was the highly filtered atmosphere of the 
quarantine ward, but now they were free to go where they wanted in the city. 

“Well, so far so good. I can’t feel any symptoms yet,’ Werner finally announced, then began to laugh. 
‘Pm kidding. The tests showed the vaccine is effective. We’re going to be okay!’ 

Jürgen was laughing too and hugging his son — only Woody remained unmoved, angling his face to catch 
the sun’s rays on his new skin. 

Jiirgen turned to Will and Elliott. “Without you, we might never have seen this day. It was only a matter 
of time before the reserve power ran out, and we’d have been exposed.’ 

‘No problem,’ Will answered, enjoying the moment with them. ‘And now I’m going to raid that sweet 
shop. Anyone interested?’ 

On hearing this, Karl’s eyes lit up. 


Later that evening they had returned to the quarantine ward laden with several carrier bags of food that 
they’d scavenged. They didn’t have to worry about sterilising any of it now they all had immunity. Jürgen 
had prepared a meal to celebrate their newfound freedom, and they were all sitting around the table 
feeling very contented when, without any warning, Woody started to jabber away ten to the dozen in Styx, 
as if it had finally sunk in that he was safe from the plague. 

‘I can’t get it all,’ Elliott said, doing her best to understand what Woody was saying. ‘But I think it’s 
about his people ... he believes they could be still alive in ... I don’t recognise the word, but he may 
mean the pyramids. Far down inside them.’ 

‘Is that possible? After all this time?’ Jürgen asked his brother. 

‘Anything’s possible,’ Werner replied. ‘You said that they lived in the pyramids for months on end. 
Maybe they knew something was wrong as the jungle fauna began to die, and they confined themselves in 
good time.’ He looked across at Woody, who was still babbling away. ‘It all depends on the air 
circulation inside the pyramids. I think it’s highly unlikely but ...’ he tailed off. 


Jiirgen pondered this for a moment. ‘We can’t just ignore what he’s telling us. If we can save more of 
the indigenous people, we have to act, and act quickly.’ 

Will and Karl had been enjoying the Kriesel lollies that they’d plundered earlier that day when Will 
caught Elliott’s eye. It seemed that their simple way of life back at the pyramid wasn’t going to be 
restored to them quite yet. 


And now here they were in the half-track, embarking on a mission to rescue more bushmen when they had 
no idea if any of them had survived for this long. 

“This is where the main trail ends. We’re on foot from here,’ Jiirgen shouted, as he brought the half- 
track to a stop in a clearing that obviously served as a turning circle. As he turned off the engine and 
jumped from the vehicle, he glanced briefly in the direction they’d just driven from. 

‘So what do we do now? Wait for Werner and Karl to catch up with us?’ Elliott asked. 

‘No, we go on without them,’ Jiirgen replied, as he went round to the rear of the half-track and undid the 
tailgate. ‘They won’t be here for a while yet, and they’ll radio me when they’re close. In the meantime, 
we can make a start on shifting some of the equipment over to the pyramid,’ he said. 

Jiirgen, Will and Elliott each took one of the sizeable crates from the rear of the vehicle, the low gravity 
enabling them to lift far more than they could have managed on the surface. They balanced these crates on 
the tops of their heads as Woody led them in a procession into the dense undergrowth. Nobody really 
expected him to carry anything, but at least he used his knowledge of the jungle to steer them onto an 
animal track so they weren’t forced to cut themselves a path using their machetes. 

They had quite a distance to cover, and Woody seemed so determined to reach the pyramid that he kept 
increasing his pace. Each time Jiirgen urged him to slow down. Finally they stepped from the treeline, and 
there was the pyramid. Still damp from the recent deluge, the droplets of water on it were catching the sun 
and sparkling like thousands of tiny diamonds. 

“There’s nothing like coming home,’ Will puffed. He edged further out so that he could see the base he 
and Elliott had built in the branches of the nearby tree, and felt more than a twinge of regret. What he was 
actually thinking was, I wish we’d never left it in the first place. 

Although lives had been saved as a result of their foraging expedition into the metropolis, part of him 
wished that he’d never let Elliott talk him into it. He didn’t like to admit to himself that there was some 
truth in what she’d said about him growing old and set in his ways. He recognised that he was different — 
he’d lost some of his taste for adventure. Perhaps the constant struggle against the Styx had beaten it out of 
him, but right now, all he wanted was his simple life in the jungle back again, with Elliott, and without 
any outside interference from the New Germanians or babbling bushmen. 

‘Home,’ Will repeated, as he realised the significance of the word, and how very happy he’d been there 
with Elliott. With both the Ancients’ passage and the void sealed, neither he nor Elliott had any serious 
expectations that they’d ever return to the outer world again. This place, with their base in the tree beside 
the pyramid, and this world in the centre of the world, had become the best home he’d ever known in his 
short life. And as it now seemed to be coming to an end because of these new people in their lives, his 
heart began to race with a sort of panic. 

He’d earned this time with her. He’d done his bit in the fight against the Styx, and wanted to put all that 
behind him now. He felt so far away from his mother in the Colony, and his friend Chester. And as for 
Parry and Eddie, of course he wondered how they were faring in their search for the second Styx female. 
But he couldn’t help feeling all that wasn’t his battle any longer. 

‘Hello! I was speaking to you!’ Elliott called, pulling Will from his thoughts. ‘You joining us today?’ 

“Yeah, sorry ... I was miles away,’ Will smiled, and hurried to catch up with her and Jürgen. 

Still lugging the crates, they climbed up the side of the pyramid. They stopped short of going onto the 


flattened upper platform at the very top, instead following the ledge around on the tier just below, until 
Woody brought them to a halt. 

‘Back here again,’ Will said, surveying the very place where he and Dr Burrows had tumbled in when 
the Styx had surrounded the pyramid in a bid to capture them. ‘There’s an entrance here,’ he added for 
Jiirgen’s benefit. 

“Yes, we were aware of that,’ Jiirgen replied, as they all put their crates down. ‘The invaders didn’t get 
very far, did they?’ Jiirgen noted, as he began to inspect the damage inflicted by the Styx’s attempt to blow 
a way inside the pyramid using charges. ‘Interesting ...” he said, passing his hand over what remained of 
the stones with the carvings on them, and then the underlying masonry that had been exposed, which was 
considerably darker in colour. ‘Do you see the difference between the two materials?’ 

Although the outer facing stones had been blasted away, the supporting structure seemed to be 
completely unmarked. 

“Yes, it does look sort of ... sort of new underneath,’ Will agreed. ‘And the Styx explosives took out 
what my dad called the moving stones, but there are still those to show where they were.’ He was 
pointing at a row of ten squares visible on the otherwise smooth surface. 

Woody let out what might have been a curse in the Styx tongue, although much of their language sounded 
precisely like that. 

‘Will, he wants you out of the way,’ Elliott translated. 

‘Fine,’ Will said, peeved by the bushman’s brusqueness. Nevertheless he stepped aside for Woody, 
who went straight to the squares. Standing on tiptoe, he began to touch them one after another. 

‘My dad and I thought there had to be a combination to get in. We spent ages pushing the blocks in and 
out in different sequences to try to crack it,’ Will said, watching as Woody continued to touch the squares 
at lightning speed. ‘But I don’t know what he thinks he’s doing?’ 

“We tried different sequences, too,’ Jürgen said, as he watched the bushman with rapt attention. ‘But the 
tribesman isn’t doing anything that can affect a mechanical linkage. This must simply be some sort of 
ritual before opening the door.’ 

‘So you’ve never seen inside?’ Will asked him quickly. 

Jiirgen shook his head. ‘Never. And the bushmen were careful not to let us observe them doing this,’ he 
said, 

Woody had obviously finished the lengthy sequence. As he hopped quickly out of the way, there was a 
grinding sound. 

‘Get back!’ Will warned. He wasn’t about to be caught out again. 

The wall below the squares and a section of the ledge just in front of where Will and the others were 
standing seemed to have simply vanished, revealing a flight of shallow stone stairs leading into the depths 
of the pyramid. 

Jürgen was blinking with surprise. ‘I don’t understand. Did the masonry just retract somewhere?’ he 
asked, 

‘Tf it did, I didn’t see it,’ Elliott said, equally bemused. 

Everyone remained where they were except for Will, who had stepped to the edge of the opening and 
was peering down into it. ‘So that’s where we went ... that day,’ he said quietly. 

Woody uttered a few words and was suddenly off, racing down the dusty steps. 

‘He said to follow him,’ Elliott translated. 

‘Hold on!’ Jürgen shouted. ‘Tell him not to be so hasty, will you? If we blunder inside, we’ll be 
carrying the virus straight in with us.’ 

Elliott called to Woody, who held back for a moment on the steps as he replied quickly. 


‘He’s saying what we want is further in,’ Elliott told them. 

‘So we should take the gear with us and set up inside?’ Will proposed. 

Jiirgen considered the situation. ‘I suppose we don’t have a choice. We don’t know how close the other 
tribesmen are,’ he said with a shrug. ‘Once we locate them, we can put up the decontamination tent and 
attempt some basic sterilisation. And if that’s not practical, we’ll just have to administer the vaccine and 
hope for the best.’ 

‘Let’s go then,’ Will said, and Jiirgen tugged a flashlight from his pocket and switched it on so they had 
at least some idea where they were putting their feet. Then the three of them picked up their crates and 
began down the steps, into the murky darkness. 

‘This is where Dad and me ended up,’ Will said, as they came to the bottom of the steps and found 
themselves on a level surface, their footfalls echoing around the enclosed space. He couldn’t help but 
recall the roller coaster of emotions he had experienced the last time that he’d tumbled into this very same 
chamber with his father. Will’s terror at being chased by the Limiters had been transformed into elation as 
he realised that by some miracle he and Dr Burrows were suddenly out of their reach, even if that elation 
was short-lived as they were surrounded by less-than-friendly bushmen. 

Then Will remembered what Dr Burrows had discovered there. ‘Take a look at the floor,’ he said to the 
others. Jürgen shone his flashlight where Will was indicating. 

‘A mural,’ Elliott said. ‘Or is that what it’s called when it’s painted on the wall?’ 

Will smiled. ‘Maybe it’s a flooral then?’ He turned to Jiirgen. ‘Actually it’s carved into the flagstones, 
then painted. My dad reckoned that the people responsible for building the pyramids — the Ancients, as he 
called them — had trade routes through to all the continents. That’s how they were able to put together this 
map.’ 

Jürgen edged carefully around the carved outlines of the continents on the stone floor, as if he was 
worried that he might damage them by treading on them. ‘Yes, but this must be from several millennia ago 
... and it’s all in perfect proportion. So how could they possibly have the means to compile a map with 
this level of detail or accuracy?’ he asked. 

As Woody suddenly reappeared with a burning torch, the chamber was filled with light. 

‘And you’ve got to see this,’ Will said, now the flames were illuminating the rest of the space. He took 
Elliott and Jiirgen to where the procession of large figures had been painted on the wall, the king and 
queen in their finery and decked with golden jewellery like something an Egyptian ruler might wear. ‘Dad 
thought this was amazing,’ Will said, as he remembered how Dr Burrows had lit match after match as he 
studied all the figures. 

“There’s that symbol from Tam’s pendant again,’ Elliott said, as she spotted the three converging lines 
on the king’s crown, and then on a warrior’s breastplate. ‘It’s all over the place.’ 

Will was about to answer when Woody began to jabber rapidly in Styx. 

‘He wants us to go with him,’ Elliott said. 

Taking the crates with them, they followed the bushman to the end of the chamber and out onto a landing 
where they were presented with more Stairs. 

‘I expected the other tribesmen to be further down inside the pyramid, not up here,’ Jürgen mumbled as 
Woody led them up flight after flight. 

‘Last time, that’s where they took us,’ Will remarked. ‘Right down into the guts of the pyramid.’ 

As they came to yet another landing, Woody ushered them away from the stairs and into a low- 
ceilinged, circular chamber, approximately thirty feet in diameter. He was gesticulating at a point on the 
curved wall directly opposite the entrance. As there didn’t seem to be another way in or out of the 
chamber, they left the crates by the doorway. 


‘If the rest of the tribesmen are through there, this would be an ideal location for decontamination,’ 
Jürgen said. Undoing the top of one of the crates, he began to take out several of the green canisters of 
sterilising agent. ‘If the worst comes to the worst, ve got some syringes of vaccine ready in here,’ he 
said, as he lifted out a small attaché case. 

Woody was chatting away ten to the dozen, desperately trying to attract their attention. ‘What’s he want 
us to see over there?’ Will asked, as light from the bushman’s torch fell on something in front of him. 

As they came nearer, they found that a small shelf projected from the wall at waist height. Angled at 
forty-five degrees there was a black panel set into it, which Will began to touch. ‘What on earth is this 
for?’ he asked. 

“Talk to me. What are you looking at?’ Jiirgen asked, as he hastily emptied the contents of another of the 
crates out onto the floor and began to arrange them ready for construction of a decontamination tent. 

“Well, it resembles glass ... black glass ... or some type of highly polished mineral. It’s got the 
Ancients’ symbol cut into it, but the edges are rough, like gouges,’ Will said, exploring the three prongs of 
the trident symbol with his fingers. ‘If this is the same as the squares outside and opens a way through, 
Woody needs to show us how to activate it.’ 

“Who’s Woody?’ Jürgen asked, although he was preoccupied with his efforts to erect the tent. By now 
the bushman had begun to pace impatiently up and down beside the wall, still speaking rapidly. ‘So have 
we definitely got a way in?’ Jürgen called across, just as Elliott, avoiding Woody as he tore past her, lost 
her balance. She stuck a hand out against the side of the chamber to steady herself. 

Pulses of cool blue light coursed for several metres around where she’d made contact with the wall, 
revealing an intricate network of lines and circles. 

‘Whoa! Will cried out. 

They were all too startled to speak, the only sound in the chamber Woody’s flaming torch as it crackled 
away. 

“Tell me I didn’t just imagine that,’ Will whispered, hardly daring to breathe. 

Dropping the aluminium tent pole he’d just slotted together, Jiirgen hurried over and shone his flashlight 
along the wall beside Elliott. ‘No, I saw it too,’ he confirmed, then he slowly stretched his hand out to 
touch the wall. 

Will was already tapping one of the large blocks of masonry where he was. ‘Whatever it was, it’s 
gone. And I really don’t get it. This is just stone!’ 

“Where did those lights come from, then?’ Elliott asked, still thoroughly confused. 

“They were more like sparks,’ Jiirgen said, as he stooped to examine the wall at its base. ‘And I agree 
with you, Will. No question that it’s stone.’ He took his hand away and rubbed the dust between his 
fingers. ‘Even if the phenomenon we just witnessed could be explained by some sort of electrostatic 
discharge, how did the masonry conduct it like that? Isaw ... shapes ... designs.’ 

Will stepped closer to the small ledge. ‘Maybe this has something to do with it.’ He was pushing on the 
panel to see if he could make it move in any direction, when Woody began to speak excitedly. 

“What’s he prattling on about?’ Will asked Elliott. 

‘I can’t understand him. He’s speaking too quickly,’ Elliott replied. She held her hand over the shiny 
panel. ‘Show me how this works. Does it open a door?’ she said to the bushman in Styx. 

For the first time, Woody looked her straight in the eye. 

Before she knew what was happening, he’d grabbed hold of her wrist. He forced her hand down onto 
the panel, ramming her fingers into the three-pronged symbol. 

There was a flash as intense as that from an arc welder’s torch. Elliott was thrown backwards onto the 
floor of the chamber as if she’d received an electric shock. 


‘No!’ Will shouted, rushing to Elliott’s side and helping her to sit up. ‘Are you okay?’ 

She closed her fingers into a fist and then splayed them open again. ‘I’m fine. Doesn’t hurt at all,’ she 
replied with some surprise. ‘But that was really weird.’ 

Will was angry now. ‘You’re saying!’ He swung round to the bushman. ‘What the h—?’ 

The floor of the chamber shook. 

Jürgen went into a crouch, thinking there was more to come. ‘Earthquake,’ he said. ‘They’re quite 
common in this part of ...’ 

But it wasn’t an earthquake, and he knew it as he trailed off. 

With the howl of displaced air, the ceiling above them disappeared and they were drenched in sunlight. 
Shielding his eyes from the glare, Will had an uninterrupted view of the clear sky. ‘What?’ he gasped. 

Before any of them knew it, the walls either side of the panel disintegrated. The oddest thing was that 
the only sound was the rush of wind all around them. Their eyes hadn’t had time to fully adjust to the light, 
but from what they could see there was some kind of giant wave moving away from them, away from the 
pyramid, and at a rate of knots. A wave of stone and dust sweeping through the giant trees of the jungle. 


With Karl carefully holding a case filled with additional syringes of newly prepared vaccine on his lap, 
Werner had been driving the small Kübelwagen along the jungle track. 

But as Karl pointed urgently at something, Werner began to apply the brakes. 

The boy had spotted that the sky above the trees was suddenly full of birds, as if they’d all taken flight 
at the same the time. Great flocks of them were wheeling and intermixing at some speed. And as he’d been 
watching them, these flocks dispersed to make way for something else; these weren’t birds, but a variety 
of differently sized projectiles with hard, irregular outlines. Because Karl had been so quick to notice 
something extraordinary was happening, Werner wasn’t caught completely by surprise as a sizeable piece 
of masonry spiralled down and crashed onto the bonnet, making the whole vehicle bounce on its springs. 

He’d just brought the Ktibelwagen to a complete stop when a length of tree root struck the windscreen, 
shattering it. As the bombardment continued like a freak hailstorm, Werner shouted at Karl to get out. Then 
he protected the boy with his body as they both hunkered down against the side of the vehicle. 


Without any of them uttering a word, Will, Elliott and Jiirgen together began to shuffle forward, beyond 
where the wall of the chamber had originally stood. 

“What is this’? One second we were inside, the next we’re out here,’ Will said finally, still reeling at the 
sudden development. 

‘Unbelievable,’ Jiirgen was repeating over and over, as they stepped to the edge to the pyramid and 
peered down at the tiers below. 

‘It looks completely different. All the stones with carvings have gone,’ Will observed. ‘It’s as though it 
was hidden by a layer of stone.’ He was right; the pyramid’s appearance had been transformed in only a 
few seconds, and the darker substructure was now fully visible. 

‘Unbelievable,’ Jiirgen said once again, his voice oddly flat. 

They were all feeling rather numb as they struggled to find an explanation for what they’d just 
experienced. 

‘But how come we’re still here ... and alive?’ Elliott burst out. ‘Why didn’t we get swept off the 
pyramid too?’ 

Neither Will nor Jürgen answered her, their eyesight still adjusting to the sunlight and allowing them the 
first glimpse of something else that confounded them. As the veil of dust retreated into the distance, they 
could see that the jungle had been stripped away, as if a plague of locusts had devoured everything in their 
wake. But there weren’t even any uprooted trees — simply acre upon acre of bare earth, with the 


occasional piece of vegetation strewn across it. 

‘The jungle’s just disappeared,’ Will said. He shielded his eyes, straining to peer further into the 
distance. ‘Do you see? There’s nothing but empty ground right over to the other pyramids.’ 

Elliott gave an odd laugh as she drew Will’s attention to the area below them, to the churned-up soil 
around the base of the pyramid. ‘That’s where our camp was.’ 

Jürgen was shaking his head. ‘None of this makes the slightest bit of sense. It was as though there was 
an explosion here. But why didn’t we feel or hear anyth—>?’ He fell silent as his walkie-talkie crackled 
and his brother’s worried voice came over it. Jiirgen listened for a moment, muttering, ‘Oh, thank God.’ 
He looked quickly over at Will and Elliott to tell them what he’d just heard. ‘Karl and Werner were 
pelted by debris in their vehicle, but they’re both safe.’ He spoke into the radio again. ‘Werner, as far as 
we Can tell it seems to have originated from here, but ...’ 

The radio crackled and Werner was saying, ‘Hello, hello, are you there?’, but Jiirgen was holding it 
away from his ear. 

Just as Will and Elliott were doing, he was staring into the distance, at the intersecting point between 
the three pyramids. 

Where something was causing the soil and the crust to be thrown skywards in a huge spout. 

There was a low rumble as, all of a sudden, an enormous needle-like structure erupted from the ground 
itself, thrusting up higher and higher. 

‘Just when I thought this couldn’t get any weirder,’ Will said under his breath. 
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Soil and rocks were spilling from the top of the structure as it reached its full height, several times that 
of the pyramid they were on. 

‘A tower?’ Elliott murmured. 

“Werner, er ... let me get back to you,’ Jürgen muttered into the radio. ‘No, I’ll call you. You and Karl 
stay exactly where you are until I do.” Werner’s anxious voice could still be heard over the radio as 
Jiirgen simply switched it off. 





‘Where’s the bushman?’ Elliott asked, as she noticed he wasn’t with them. 

“There he goes,’ Will said, spotting the lone figure making its way purposefully over the bare earth in 
the direction of the tower. ‘I reckon we need to get after our friend Woody and make him give us some 
answers.’ Squinting at the tower in the distance, Will chuckled. ‘Besides, we need to take a closer look at 
that!’ 


a 


Parry was escorted down through the airlock first, followed by Chester. Once inside, they were taken 
through to the bridge where Chester was peering around at the various terminals manned by the crew. 
Some of the men looked up from their instrumentation panels to give him and Parry curious but fleeting 
glances, as if they knew they weren’t meant to show too much interest. Chester felt light-headed; he’d 
been plucked from a seventeenth-century farmers’ croft that relied on a generator in an outhouse for its 
electricity, to a state-of-the-art nuclear submarine stuffed to the gills with electronics. And it belonged to 
the world’s leading superpower, no less. 

It was all rather unreal, as if he was ina film. Except in a film you couldn’t get a sense of how rank it 
smelt, with so many men in an enclosed space. It reminded Chester of when he and his parents had joined 
a long-haul flight on their way home from their holidays one summer. 

Two people in dark blue suits suddenly appeared. ‘Homeland Security,’ the young woman announced, 
flashing a badge to Parry. 

“Watch the birdie,’ the man accompanying her said, as he aimed a device at Chester and Parry in turn. 

‘Facial recognition. They’re making sure we are who we are,’ Parry said to Chester, as the man 
scrutinised a screen on the back of the device and turned to his colleague. 

‘Both positive,’ he said. 

‘Me too?’ Chester asked Parry. ‘But how do they know who I am?’ 

Parry was about to answer when the woman held something up. Chester recognised it immediately. 

‘It’s one of Danf—!’ he began to exclaim, catching himself before he uttered the name of the man he 
most reviled in the world. ‘It’s a Purger,’ he corrected himself quickly. 

“Yes. Nothing like having your own technology turned on you, is there?’ Parry said. 

‘Please don’t talk. Focus on this point here,’ the woman snapped, indicating the small lens at top of the 
small cylinder with her finger. 

‘Sorry,’ Chester muttered as she played the purple beam into his eyes, then Parry’s. 

“They haven’t been Dark Lighted,’ the woman confirmed, typing the result into her PDA. 

“Actually, it’s Darklit,’ Chester piped up before he knew what he was saying. 

The woman shot him a frosty look as another man came up to them. ‘Commander,’ he said to Parry. 
From his age and insignia, Chester guessed who he was before he shook hands with them both. 

‘Good to meet you, Captain,’ Parry said. 

‘And you. I apologise for the inhospitable welcome. I hope our squad of marines didn’t play too rough 
with you,’ the captain replied. ‘Things being what they are, those procedures are now standard drill 
before anyone’s allowed on board. Even my crew members aren’t exempt when they return from 
dockside.’ 

‘Quite right,’ Parry said. ‘Last thing you want is a body bomber in a confined space like this.’ 

The man from Homeland Security was clearly concerned about the time as he glanced repeatedly at his 
watch. 

‘Looks like you gentlemen have somewhere to be,’ the captain said. 


“Yes, the comms link is up and running, Commander,’ the man in the blue suit said. 

One of the marines remained behind as the rest of the escort withdrew. Parry’s satphones and walking 
stick were given back to him before he and Chester were taken from the bridge and through several 
sections of the submarine. The blue suited man from Homeland Security ushered them into a surprisingly 
small cabin, which had a table in its centre on which three screens had been set up in a row, with some 
sort of camera mounted on top of the middle one. Parry told Chester to take a place at the table as he 
remained standing, talking to the blue suit in hushed tones. 

With no idea why he was there or what was about to happen, Chester leant back in his chair and 
slipped his hands into his jeans pockets. He looked from one screen to the other, each of which was 
showing the United States Naval emblem against a blue background. 

Taking a breath, he glanced at the marine stationed by the cabin door, who was holding his assault rifle 
at the ready position across his chest. 

‘AR16,’ Chester said out loud, recognising the weapon from one of his videogames. The marine simply 
frowned at him, so Chester quickly looked away, nodding to himself and muttering, ‘Yes, AR16.’ 

A tone chimed from a speaker somewhere in the room, and Parry and the blue suit quickly took their 
places at the table beside Chester. 

The screens were blank except for the words Transmission Status with a countdown clicking away the 
seconds. As the countdown hit zero, the title changed to ENCRYPTION LEVEL ONE, then there was a 
moment of digital static as random blocks of colour flashed over the displays. The picture finally settled 
down to show a scene very similar to the one in Chester’s cabin — a desk or table top with three chairs 
arranged along it. A man holding several files of papers wandered into view. 

‘Bob Harper,’ Parry said. ‘Good to see you after so long, you old devil!’ 

As the man leant towards where the camera was mounted on top of the middle screen, Chester saw that 
he was balding and wore wire-rimmed glasses. 

“You too, Parry,’ Bob replied, but not as warmly as Chester might have expected if they were really 
such old friends. But Chester could tell that Bob had other things on his mind as he opened one of the files 
and extracted several documents, which he arranged very precisely on the tabletop. Then he looked up 
again. ‘Right, that’s me locked and loaded. And a very good afternoon to you all,’ he said, with more 
enthusiasm than before. He squinted at the blue suit on Parry’s right, then Chester. ‘And you must be, er, 
Chester Rause.’ 

‘Rawls,’ Parry put him right. ‘How are the kids, Bob?’ 

There was a slight lag between the picture and the sound, which meant that Bob’s lips had stopped 
moving but his words were still being relayed. ‘Well, thank you. With one at MIT and the other a Wall 
Street attorney, I’ve given them notice that they can provide for their old pa when I finally hang up my 
spurs. And you know Debbie would send you her love if I was able to tell her we were talking. When 
you’re next over this side of the pond, you must come to stay with us again, Parry.’ Bob rubbed his chin in 
a troubled way. ‘After all this has gone away.’ 

‘That’s a definite,’ Parry said. 

No one spoke for a moment as Bob cast an eye over his documents. ‘We’ve got a frosty but sunny day 
here in Washington. What’s the weather doing where you are, Parry?’ 

‘Oh, other than it’s the middle of the night here, Bob, do you need to ask? This is England; inevitably 
iť’ ll rain before morning,’ Parry replied drily. 

But Bob wasn’t listening. From the noise in the background, Chester could tell other people had entered 
the room. A well-built man, younger than Bob and wearing a charcoal-grey suit, came into view. He 
inspected the screens and the table to make sure everything was as it should be, then moved out of the way 
to allow someone else to take the central seat. 


Chester’s mouth gaped open, his eyes nearly popping out of his head. 

It was true that in the last year he’d spent a great deal of time underground, but it would have been 
impossible for him not to recognise the man on the screen in front of him. 

One of the most famous people alive on the planet, and certainly the most powerful. 

‘Is that ...2’ Chester tried to ask, but no sound came from his throat. 

He shot a glance at Parry, who gave hima quick nod. 

‘Good day, gentlemen,’ the US President greeted them while scanning one of Bob’s briefing notes on 
the table. When he finally looked up, he ran his eyes over the blue suit and Parry, his gaze coming to rest 
on Chester. 

‘Hi,’ the President said. 


Chapter Five 


rake’s face was sickly white, but the creases under his eyes and around his mouth were blood red. 

And although his arm with the wounded shoulder was in a sling and he had numerous dressings on 
his burns, none of these were troubling him as much as his mouth, which he was now reaching inside as he 
probed his swollen gums. Despite the fact that the pain was making him wince as he touched them, he 
chuckled to himself. 

‘A man walks into a dentist’s and sits in the chair.’ It was difficult to understand what Drake was saying 
because his fingers were in the way, but he went on regardless; ‘The dentist says, “What can I do for you, 
sir?” The man replies, “You’ve got to help me; I think I’m a moth.”’ 

Drake paused for a moment as he pushed against a tooth in his lower jaw and felt it shift in his gum. 
“The dentist says, “But you can see I’m a dentist, and you need a doctor. So why did you come in here?” 
Drake had taken his hand from his mouth and was examining the blood on his fingertips. “The man replies, 
“Well, your light was on.”’ 

Jiggs gave a chuckle. ‘That’s an old one,’ he said, as he took hold of Drake’s good arm and wrapped a 
cuff around it. He was using an ancient sphygmomanometer, a blood pressure meter, that he’d found in the 
medical bay. ‘I can always tell when things are at their worst because you start with the jokes.’ Jiggs 
smiled. ‘Remember that time Parry was away, and Sparks, Danforth and I had to drive you sixty miles 
across Scotland to the nearest hospital, through the heaviest snowfall that winter, because your appendix 
had ruptured? What were you — maybe sixteen years old? Even though you were in terrible pain, you told 
non-stop jokes the whole damned way.’ 

Drake nodded, then leant his head forward and shook it. ‘How about this for a snowfall?’ he said. His 
hair had begun to grow back after he’d trimmed it all off some months before to disguise his appearance, 
but a few tufts of it now sprinkled down over the surface of the table. 

‘Bleeding gums ... hair loss ... I’m afraid they’re all symptoms of chronic radiation sickness,’ Jiggs 
said. He inflated the cuff around Drake’s arm, then let out some of the air as he listened with a stethoscope 
before taking a reading on the meter. 

Drake wasn’t paying any attention to what Jiggs was doing, instead staring into the middle distance. 
“The choices I’ve made in the past have meant that ve had some pretty close calls, and I’m not blaming 
anyone for the way things have turned out.’ He wasn’t looking for a response from Jiggs, and Jiggs knew 
it. ‘I never anticipated a retirement trout fishing in the Cairngorms, but ...’ 

‘Are there any trout in the Cairngorms?’ Jiggs put in. 

“You know what I mean,’ Drake replied. ‘Where was I ...? But ... but I always figured when my 
number was up, it would be quick.’ He clicked his fingers. ‘I thought I’d catch a bullet, or be blown up. 
So, tell me, is this how it’s going to play out for me, quietly and painfully? A repeat to fade?’ 

‘First the easy bit; the slug that caught you in the shoulder broke your clavicle but it’s only a minor 
fracture. So it’s nothing serious.’ Jiggs sighed and began to put the antiquated meter back into its wooden 


box. ‘As for the radiation exposure, you’|l have good and bad days. But you’!] grow weaker as the nausea 
and the vomiting become more frequent, and the internal bleeding intensifies. I’m afraid it’s all downhill 
from here.’ 

‘No, please tell me the worst, won’t you, doctor?’ Drake said wryly. He picked up an old bottle of 
iodine tablets Jiggs had also found in the medical stores. ‘Will these have made any difference?’ 

‘They’ ll have helped to flush out some of the isotopes, but you were exposed to a massive dose of 
ionising radiation. Even if we were on the surface with all the facilities there, not much more could be 
done for you.’ Jiggs shook his head. ‘I’m sorry.’ 

‘So it goes,’ Drake said resignedly, taking in a breath before he continued. ‘I suppose, sooner or later, 
we're all drawn to the big light, like a moth. It’s just that my big light happened to be a nuke, and it fried 
me.’ He began to laugh, but it turned into a coughing fit, and it was a moment before he could speak again. 
‘Tf Pd known it would come to this, I would never have paid so much attention to my diet.’ He leant back 
in his chair and let out a long sigh. ‘Jiggs, old friend, really — what’s the point of carting me all the way 
Topsoil again? You may just as well leave me here.’ 

Jiggs gazed around the main area of the fallout shelter, a place constructed deep in the Earth that Will 
and Dr Burrows had originally discovered, and which Drake himself had been to before when he’d come 
to rescue Will and Elliott. ‘A very long time ago,’ Jiggs began, ‘I promised your father that ’d look out 
for you. I intend to keep that promise.’ 

He gestured towards the kitchen where he’d been preparing their meals from the fifty-year-old tinned 
food. ‘And, in any case, I can’t leave you here. The diet of corned beef in this place is enough to see off 
the strongest of us.’ 

‘But why take me back?’ Drake asked. ‘What difference does it make if I pop my clogs on the surface 
or down here?’ 

Jiggs wasn’t to be swayed. ‘Against all the odds and with those damned animals snapping at our heels, 
I’ve got you this far.’ Jiggs paused for breath. ‘So let me tell you one thing for sure; there’s no way in hell 
that I’m just going to desert you. We are setting off up that river together.’ 

After Jiggs had managed to resuscitate Drake in the wrecked Short Sunderland and stabilise him 
sufficiently to move him again, he’d set off for Smoking Jean. He only had the weakest signals from the 
radio beacons that Will and Drake had left on previous occasions to guide him, but when combined with 
his phenomenal sense of direction they were enough. Burning almost every last drop of the fuel in the 
booster rockets, Jiggs had managed to get Drake up Smoking Jean and through into the inclined seam. 
Once there, Drake had been so weak that he’d been only able to travel short distances under his own 
steam. However, the low gravity allowed Jiggs to carry both him and their kit on his back. 

But then they’d received unwanted attention from the Brights and monkey-spiders, which were highly 
sensitive when it came to detecting wounded prey. Drake’s blood was like a magnet to them, and he’d had 
to pull himself together and help Jiggs fight them off time after time. 

And just when they thought they’d travelled far enough up the seam to escape all the local predators, 
Jiggs had nearly walked into the first of the anti-personnel devices left behind by Limiters. He only 
spotted it because a more regular-sized spider had spun a web on the very fine tripwire strung across the 
route. Its presence in the seam was bad news as it meant that a patrol had been sent to the fallout shelter, 
and that there would doubtless be more devices planted along the way. So progress had been 
excruciatingly slow as Jiggs was forced to check every inch of the passage for more tripwires, and once 
they arrived at the shelter he’d had to conduct a complete sweep of that too. 

“You heard me, didn’t you?’ Jiggs asked Drake, who appeared to have drifted into a reverie. ‘We’re 
going up that river together. Okay?’ 

“Yes, okay, whatever you say,’ Drake replied. He languidly raised his eyes to Jiggs, as even that small 


act was an effort. ‘At least Pll be able to report back to Parry that, as far as we know, our mission was a 
success. And find out how he’s got on with the other Styx female.’ 

Jiggs nodded, as Drake turned his head slightly towards the entrance corridor where the 
communications room was to be found. Both Will and Chester had used the ancient telephone there to 
make contact with the surface before. 

‘No way,’ Jiggs said instantly. ‘If you’re seriously considering using that phone through there to make a 
call, you can stop right now. If they haven’t cut the line, the Styx will be monitoring any traffic over it — 
you even as much as pick up the receiver, they’ll suss that we’re down here.’ His voice became gentler. 
‘Drake, really, don’t go near it. You’re not thinking this through, are you?’ 

‘No, maybe not, but I haven’t got the luxury of time any longer,’ Drake said, as he rose to his feet. “The 
thought of dying is enough to make one impatient.’ 

“Why don’t you catch some shut-eye while I finish the repairs to the boat?’ Jiggs suggested. 

‘No, I want to give you a hand,’ Drake replied, holding up his good arm with a smile. ‘Even if it’s only 
one hand.’ He glanced in the direction of the bunk beds. ‘I’m not quite ready for the scrap heap. Not while 
I’ve still got some life left in me.’ 


N co 


‘No question that he’s going straight to it,’ Elliott observed, as she sought out the small form of Woody 
trudging deliberately towards the tower. He wasn’t the only thing moving in the place as flies and insects 
with bizarre appearances buzzed furiously in the air, and an army of birds had already ventured back after 
the tumult. These birds were clearly having a heyday as they flocked to the fields of newly turned soil to 
gorge themselves on the exposed grubs and worms. 

Elliott, Will and Jürgen had wasted no time in following after the bushman, but it wasn’t that easy to 
move at any speed over the ground. Not only was it very uneven, but as the sun dried out the clods of 
earth, they were crumbling away and shifting like sand under their feet. 

Shielding his eyes, Jiirgen squinted as he tried to see the other pyramids through the sun-hazed air. ‘It’s 
incredible when you think that this was all solid jungle only moments ago,’ he said. 

But Will’s mind was elsewhere as he tried to make sense of what they’d just witnessed. ‘So the 
pyramids must have been covered in the stones with the carvings on them at some point after the basic 
structures had been built,’ he reasoned out loud, turning to Jürgen. 

‘But the oldest of the carved stones were at least three thousand years old,’ Jürgen replied. 

‘Right ...’ Will said thoughtfully. ‘But my dad’s theory was that the Lost City of Atlantis has been in 
this world all along, and he could still be right. The Atlanteans might have built on top of the original 
structures?’ 

‘That’s a possibility,’ Jürgen agreed, giving a small shrug. 

‘And so the bushmen, the descendants of the Atlanteans, continued the tradition of recording their 
culture and history on the pyramids,’ Will went on. 

Elliott was forging ahead, as if she wasn’t the slightest bit interested in the discussion the other two 
were having. Will had still been talking, but trailed off as he and Jiirgen caught up with her. She’d come to 
a stop where a fifteen-foot-deep trench blocked their way. 

‘Incredible. One of the giant trees must have been ripped out here,’ Jiirgen said, as they all regarded the 
bottom of the depression where there was a jumble of roots, some of them huge. 

“You both think you’re so clever, but you’re actually unbelievably stupid,’ Elliott said sourly. 

‘Huh?’ Will said. 

“Well, who gives a toss about the Atlanteans now?’ she snapped. ‘Why aren’t you asking yourselves 


what could tear out a bloody big tree in the blink of an eye, and chuck it and the rest of the jungle so far 
away we can’t even see it?’ 

Will was surprised by her outburst, but made no comment as he lowered himself down into the hole 
where he began to kick at the roots and dirt. 

‘Some form of traction beam?’ Jiirgen answered when Will remained silent. 

“Traction beam?’ she repeated. ‘Where would you find one of those — whatever it is — round here? Was 
it left by whoever built the original pyramids? Who was that, then?’ she asked. ‘And, tell me, why did that 
pyramid underneath look so new?’ 

Nobody replied, Will continuing to scrape away at the dirt with his toecap. ‘There’s something solid 
down here,’ he said after a moment. 

Jürgen slid down into the depression too, and together they worked at uncovering a whole series of 
thick conduits or pipes running side by side. Roots were growing between them, and Will squatted down 
to tug out handfuls of the smaller ones. ‘Look at this,’ he said, as he brushed the dirt from one of the pipes. 
“They’re made of the same stuff as the pyramid. And they look so new, too.’ 

‘Despite being buried here for what must be many millennia,’ Jiirgen said. He raised a hand to indicate 
the direction of the pipes. ‘And it appears that they start at the pyramid and ...’ he swung around to face 
the opposite direction, ‘... run all the way over to the tower.’ He paused for a second. ‘It could be that the 
other pyramids are connected too?’ 

Rather than climb down into it, Elliott was circumventing the trench in the ground. Will noticed that she 
sounded quite frightened as she spoke. ‘So neither of you can explain to me what happened back there 
when I touched that panel? That wasn’t electricity, or an explosion, so what was it? And can’t either of 
you feel it — the power?’ 

‘Huh?’ Will swallowed, peering up at her. ‘What power?’ 

‘In those pipes ... in the pyramid ... all around us,’ she went on. 

Will and Jiirgen exchanged glances. 

‘Elliott?’ Will called, but she’d gone, moving even faster towards the tower. 


Chapter Six 


Yo got yourself a real situation over there,’ the US President was saying. ‘Our bases in England 
are on full DEFCON and we’re already well down the road of recalling military personnel and 
assets, particularly our fighter planes. We can’t have those Styx getting their paws on them.’ 

He pronounced Styx as Stikes, which prompted Chester’s eyebrows to jump up for a moment, but he’d 
already upset the Homeland Security woman when he’d tried to correct her. And this was the President 
after all, so he could pronounce it how he liked. 

“We’ve implemented full body monitoring and Purger checks on all arrivals at our airports and 
seaports, and anyone entering our borders,’ the President was saying. ‘After the atrocity on Capitol Hill, 
we were already on the lookout for body bombers, but now we’re also screening for Darklit passengers 
too. Bob tells me that we owe you one for supplying us with the schematics for the Purger. Also, and more 
importantly, you gave him the heads-up about the Stikes’ activity early on, Commander, so we had a 
contingency plan ready to roll out when all this flared up last year. America is deeply indebted to you for 
that.’ 

The President was looking intently at Parry now, who briefly bowed his head in response. Then the 
President knitted his fingers together and leant back in his seat. ‘So what can we do for you, 
Commander?’ 

“Well, as you say, we’re in real trouble over here,’ Parry began. ‘The UK has effectively been put into 
isolation by the rest of its NATO partners. Not one of them wants to gets close for fear of the rot 
spreading. To cut to the chase, sir, I’m reaching out to you for military intervention. I can’t see how we 
can fix things here without a conventional land force taking control and weeding out the Styx.’ 

The President lowered his gaze as if what he was about to say was difficult, but Parry carried on 
regardless. ‘Mr President, sir, our two countries have always been united by their special relationship, 
and this is a dark hour for us — perhaps the darkest in our history. We need your assistance to help pull us 
through. And how we came to this crisis, well ... I want you to hear direct from my friend Chester here 
about how the situation evolved ... about how he and Will Burrows stumbled upon the subterranean city, 
and how while they were on the run from the Styx they uncovered their plot to deploy the Dominion 
virus.’ 

Chester couldn’t believe he’d suddenly been pulled into the conversation. He looked in desperation at 
Parry. He couldn’t talk to the President about all this. He wasn’t important enough. 

‘And because of the intel we obtained from Chester and Will,’ Parry continued, ‘we were ahead of the 
curve on the Phase. I don’t think there would still be an England to save today if these two lads hadn’t 
been on the ground and running recon for us.’ 

‘Ah, yes, Chester,’ the President said, switching his gaze to the boy. Before he spoke again, the 
President pressed his lips together in an expression of sympathy. Chester had seen him do it on television 
in the aftermath of floods, bombings and other large-scale disasters in America. ‘I understand that you 


recently suffered a terrible sacrifice in the pursuit of duty — the death of your mother and father. I am very 
sorry for your loss.’ 

When Chester didn’t answer immediately because he was so tongue-tied, the President looked uneasy, 
as if he’d got the facts wrong. ‘I’m sorry ... about your mother and father ... that is correct, isn’t it?’ he 
asked, with a quick glance at Bob. 

Chester tried to say ‘Yes’, but combined it with a simultaneous ‘Um’, so what he actually came out with 
sounded like ‘Yum’. He wanted to punch himself. Oh. My. God. The US President just told me he was 
sorry about my parents’ death and I said ‘Yum’ to him! 

The President made out he was searching for the right page in front of him to mask his discomfort. 
‘Right, I’ve read Bob’s briefing about the ... the ...’ 

Bob whispered in his ear at this point. ‘About the Colony,’ the President went on, ‘and also this 
Germanic world at the centre of the Earth, and I have to admit I’ve been finding the whole yarn rather 
difficult to swallow. I get it that a group of underground — truly underground — insurgents have surfaced 
and are using their kitchen-table bioweapons and technology to bring your country to its knees, but the rest 
of what’s been going down ... it sounds like the plot from a bad sci-fi movie. So Pd like to hear your side 
of things, Chester, because you were there. You’ ve lived through all this.” He held Bob’s briefing note up. 
‘Convince me that it’s real.’ 

Chester’s mouth gaped open as the cabin seemed to be swaying, although it had nothing to do with the 
rough sea outside. 

Talk about being put on the spot. 

The President of the US was asking for his version of events! 

How could he, mere Chester Rawls, formerly of Highfield where he attended the High School until he 
went on the run, even begin to tell the leader of the free world about what had happened? 

‘Chester,’ Parry prompted the boy when he failed to speak. ‘I know this isn’t easy for you, lad, but just 
take your time.’ 

‘But ... but where do I start?’ Chester croaked, finally finding his voice. 

‘From the beginning,’ the President said. ‘We’ve got all the time we need.’ 

Parry placed his hand on Chester’s shoulder. ‘From when Dr Burrows went missing, and you and Will 
found the tunnel under his house.’ 

‘Okay,’ Chester said. He took a deep breath and began to tell his story. 


Whenever Chester faltered, Parry was ready to step in and help out. And when Chester began to speak 
about the run-up to his parents’ death in the Complex, he was finding it so painful that Parry took over and 
finished the account for him. 

‘And I don’t have to tell you what the situation is today, sir,’ Parry said as he came to the end. 

“Thank you, both of you. That’s quite a tale,’ the President said, then leant back in his chair. ‘Can you 
tell me something, Chester? You’ve been in the thick of this for longer than anyone ... these Stikes — I 
know they’re not like us — but what’s driving them? What’s their ultimate goal? To stamp out all human 
life?’ 

“Well ...’ Chester began. 

‘I suppose what I’m really asking is, can we negotiate with them?’ the President added. 

‘Uh, negotiate?’ Chester said, surprised by the question but considering it. ‘I don’t believe they want 
all people dead — they just want to weaken us enough so that we’re not a threat, and they can get control of 
the surface. It’s like they think it belongs to them. I suppose you could try to negotiate with them — they’re 
open to deals — but there’s no way you can ever trust them. They don’t think we’re equal to them. They’ ve 


been messing things up for us with plagues and sabotage for centuries.’ 

The President was rubbing his chin. ‘So this current act of aggression isn’t about money, or a bid to 
have their own country?’ 

“Their own country?’ Chester couldn’t stifle a chuckle. ‘You could offer them that, but you should know 
...’ Chester was staring straight at the President, ‘you should know that even if they accepted that as an 
offer, they’1l1 come for you, for America, some day. Nothing gets in their way when they want something, 
and they want it all.’ 

‘Okay, that’s pretty unequivocal.’ The President picked up one of Bob’s briefing notes and read a few 
lines before he looked up again. ‘Commander, let’s cut to the chase, shall we? Your European neighbours 
are refusing to have anything to do with you, but you’re asking my country to make a major military 
commitment to bail you out. And that’s after all the financial support we’ve been forced to give Europe 
because its banking system was threatening to drag the US into one doozy of a depression.’ 

‘Sir, I...’ Parry began. 

The President held up his hand. ‘Just a minute, Commander, I need to bring another party into the 
conference for this. Bob, tap them in now, please.’ 

The display on Chester’s far left went black for a second, and when it came back on there was a view 
of an oval table with a dozen or so people around it, many in uniform. 

‘Hi, Dave,’ the President said, also looking to his far left. “We’ve got you on visual now. Did you catch 
all that?’ Obama turned back to the camera before he received a response from the new roomful of 
people. ‘Commander, I wanted your Prime Minister to hear our conversation. We don’t have time for 
Chinese whispers.’ 

Parry was unfazed by the turn of events. ‘Good evening, sir,’ he said to the man in the middle of the 
scene, who wore an annoyed expression, before scanning the other faces on either side of him. ‘I see 
you’ ve got the War Cabinet with you.’ 

Chester’s mouth gaped open for a second time — as he’d stumbled through his story the British Prime 
Minister had been listening, and most likely watching him. He wondered who was going to pop up on the 
screens next. 

The Prime Minister narrowed his eyes with all the arrogance of a disgruntled headmaster. 
‘Commander, I don’t appreciate you going over my head and speaking to the President direct. Why didn’t 
you use the normal channels and come to my office first?’ 

Parry was unapologetic. ‘The normal channels? At a time like this? For two reasons. First, because I 
didn’t know who I could trust. I didn’t know who the Styx had got at. I believe you yourself had been 
Dark—’ 

“We all had a session with the Purger ages ago,’ the Prime Minster cut him short, with a blasé flick of 
the head. “The Cabinet and all the staff at Number 10 have had a clean bill of health for some weeks 
now.’ 

Parry appeared sceptical at this response. ‘Not just one Purger session, I trust? You and your 
colleagues in the Cabinet should be checked at regular intervals throughout the day.’ 

‘I don’t need you to advise me on my security measures,’ the Prime Minister said, raising his voice to 
let Parry know he didn’t like to be challenged. ‘And your second reason, Commander?’ 

‘Because we can’t fix this by ourselves. We need outside intervention from a nation that hasn’t been 
contaminated by the Styx.’ Parry stopped abruptly, his brow creased by a deepening frown. ‘Can I ask 
where you are right now? That room looks familiar.’ 

‘If it’s anything to do with you, I summoned everyone here to the inner sanctum at Westminster. I 
overruled the security bods because I wasn’t about to leave London and let these Styx fellows think they 


had us on the run.’ 

Without any warning, Parry was out of his chair and shouting. ‘You blithering idiot! Didn’t you read the 
communiqué I submitted months ago?’ 

‘Commander, please,’ the President urged, trying to restore order. 

“Yes, calm down, dear chap,’ the Prime Minister said, clearly amused at Parry’s distress. 

‘No, you listen to me, and this is vitally important. Get out of there now!’ Parry was speaking with such 
fervour, he was actually spitting. ‘Rather than heed my warning, you’ve gathered everyone together in the 
Houses of Parliament, where you’re sitting ducks. You’ve played right into the Styx’s hands. Chester and 
my son learnt that the Eternal City — the massive cavern under Westminster — has a weakness in its roof 
that the Limiters might choose to exploit at any moment. They might blow it!’ 

‘It’s true,’ Chester said, but he was drowned out by the Prime Minster who didn’t bother to hide his 
sneer. 

‘Oh, sure, like they can do that!’ he bellowed. ‘We haven’t seen any solid evidence that this mythical 
lost city you talk of actually exists. I fear that you may have had a wee dram too many before beddy-byes, 
then had a wee dream about the whole thing.’ As he mimicked Parry’s Scottish accent, the Prime Minister 
was obviously delighted with the pun he’d just made; like a braying donkey he put his head back and 
unleashed a torrent of laughter, the whole table joining in with him. 

All of a sudden, the picture of the Prime Minister and his War Cabinet stuttered, then froze. 

What Chester and Parry were left looking at on the screen didn’t seem quite right — as if everyone, the 
Prime Minister included, were suddenly much closer to the camera, as if they’d all been thrown across 
the table. 

And, in that captured instant, none of them appeared to be laughing any longer; however, the delay 
between picture and sound meant that their raucous laughter still resonated in the cabin for a moment 
longer. 

Then there was nothing but an eerie silence. 

The President of the United States swallowed and then cleared his throat as the frozen picture was lost 
in a snowstorm of static. ‘Bob, can we find out what happened to the feed?’ 

Parry was back in his chair, his hands tightly clasped together. ‘Oh, no,’ he whispered. 

Chester had never seen him look so pale. ‘You don’t think ...?’ the boy asked him. 

‘I truly, truly hope not,’ Parry replied. 

‘No signal? None at all?’ the President was saying to Bob, who had two phones on the go at the same 
time. ‘Well, can we get some eyes on the Houses of Parliament? Have we got any drones over the area?’ 

‘A drone? There?’ Parry asked, but his question was ignored as Bob conferred with the President, who 
was rapidly running out of patience. ‘Well, if we have got satellite coverage, get it on-screen right now,’ 
he said, thumping the table. 

The left-hand display came back to life with an aerial view of London, the Thames in the centre of the 
picture glinting with the first light of dawn. 

“Yes, magnify to a quarter quadrant, and amp up the definition with some digital enhancement, will 
you,’ Bob said, now only using a single phone as he issued instructions. 

Chester couldn’t believe what the spy satellite was capable of, the picture enlarging in successive 
jumps until the roofs of individual buildings along the banks were visible. And as the enhancement for 
low light was applied as Bob had requested, the clarity also shot up, the Thames appearing like a silvered 
snake. 

“Tower Bridge,’ Parry said, as he recognised it from the aerial view. 

‘Bear with us — we’re going to track along the course of the river,’ Bob informed them, and the view 


sped along the Thames, past the different bridges. 

Then the view steadied as the camera on the satellite reached its destination. 

‘Oh, God, no,’ the President said. 

“What is that?’ Chester mumbled, confused by the image. 

Parry put a hand to his temple. He was trembling, ‘It’s one almighty hole in the ground.’ 

Chester saw what he meant. Even as he watched, buildings were crumbling and falling in at the edges 
of the ever-widening fissure, as if in slow motion. There were no Houses of Parliament any more, no Big 
Ben and no Westminster Bridge — and as the Thames swirled down into the coal-black opening, stretches 
of the riverbed were exposed. 

“They actually did it,’ Chester said breathlessly. ‘They blew the roof of the Eternal City. Just like Drake 
guessed they might.’ 

There was silence as everyone tried to deal with what they were seeing. 

‘Goddamn it.’ The President’s head was in his hands, his face hidden. ‘How am I going to tell your 
Prime Minister’s wife and kids about this? They’re staying at Camp David. What the hell am I going to 
tell them?’ he said to no one in particular. Then he looked sharply up at Parry. ‘What about your asset, 
Commander ... your mole in the Stikes’ ranks? Why did you have no forewarning of this?’ 

‘Sir,’ Bob cut in. ‘That information’s not for dissimilation.’ 

Chester shot a glance at Parry who was grimacing. He appeared extremely uncomfortable. 

“We’re way beyond any such niceties now,’ the President snapped at Bob. Then he shook his head. 
‘We’ll get back to you, gentlemen,’ he said. 

Chester was left with the image of the President making a rapid cutting motion across his throat as he 
turned towards Bob, then the screens simply shut down. 


ae 


“You poor old thing, you look done in. They are a handful, aren’t they?’ Mrs Burrows said, stroking 
Colly’s head. Stretched out on her side as the kittens suckled hungrily, the cat was exhausted, but she still 
made the effort to purr loudly. 

As someone entered the room, Colly looked up, and her purring became more subdued. ‘It’s all right, 
girl,’ Mrs Burrows said, trying to reassure her. Like all Hunters she was extremely protective of her 
young, hissing and growling at anyone who came near, although Mrs Burrows had proved to be the 
exception to this. 

‘Pll be glad when I’ve got my kitchen back,’ the First Officer grumbled, stepping over the toys the 
kittens had left scattered across the floor. It was an age-old tradition for Colonists to help out when a 
Hunter had a new litter, as it was quite an undertaking to care for and clean up after the lively offspring. 
Numerous gifts of food and old blankets had been left by the front door, but another favourite gift was the 
cloth toys people made for the kittens to play with. With their cotton-thread whiskers and shiny bead eyes, 
these generally resembled the different varieties of rats the cats would be expected to hunt in adult life. 

The First Officer sat down, then groaned with the effort as he leant forward to scoop up a toy that had 
caught his eye. This was no rat, but a little man dressed in black with a white face, and in its hand it had a 
tiny cloth book with the letter C embroidered on it. ‘Ha, a Styx, and he’s even holding the Book of 
Catastrophes! Someone’s got a sense of humour,’ the First Officer said with a chuckle. ‘If they’d caught 
anyone doing this, it would have merited Banishment or even death by hanging.’ 

Mrs Burrows turned towards the First Officer. ‘Oh, it’s a Styx, is it? I thought that was meant to be you, 
love,’ she said, raising an eyebrow. 

The First Officer chuckled, then stopped himself as he wondered if she had been joking or not. 


Although Mrs Burrows’ sight was heavily impaired, most of the time her incredibly developed olfactory 
sense more than compensated as she went about the Colony, helping the First Officer to run things. But 
every so often he was reminded that she could hardly see at all. 

‘No, I’m pretty sure it’s meant to be a White Neck,’ he said. He jiggled it around by one of its chewed 
legs. All of a sudden one of the kittens, who’d noticed what he was doing, made a lunge for it. ‘Whoops!’ 
the First Officer exclaimed as it was snatched from his hand and the kitten shot under the table with its 
trophy. ‘Nearly lost a couple of fingers there!’ 

Colly wasn’t purring any longer, but was making a low growling sound as she stared gimlet-eyed at the 
First Officer. 

‘And tell that bloody Hunter I’m no threat to her babies, will you?’ the First Officer said. ‘After all, she 
was my Hunter, once upon a time.’ 

Mrs Burrows laughed. ‘She doesn’t mean it. And she’ll be your Hunter again the moment her hormone 
levels are back to normal.’ 

The kitten emerged from under the table and jumped up so that both of its forepaws rested on the First 
Officer’s thigh. It may have been less than two months old, but it was already larger than any Topsoil 
domestic cat. 

With a shake of its head, the Hunter kitten dropped the Styx rag doll in the First Officer’s lap. ‘Well, 
will you look at this? I think ve made a friend here. He wants to play.’ 

‘Oh, that one,’ Mrs Burrows exhaled. ‘He’s the biggest and greediest of them all. Just like Bartleby.’ 

‘He’s the spitting image of his old man too. So maybe that’s what we should call him — Bartleby, in 
memory of his pa,’ the First Officer suggested, as he sent the rag doll flying to the other end of the kitchen 
for the kitten to fetch. Colly growled again, even louder this time. ‘But I don’t think his mother wants to let 
him go, though.’ 

There was a heavy silence in the room until Mrs Burrows spoke. “Talking about letting go, the more I 
think about it ... I should never have let Will go off on that mission. What sort of mother am I?’ She didn’t 
give the First Officer time to answer as she added, ‘He’s been gone for such a long time now, and I have a 
terrible feeling something must have happened to him.’ 

The First Officer gave a nod, but then gestured towards the ceiling. ‘But everything’s falling apart up 
there. He might have got back and be lying low somewhere ... somewhere safe. After all, Drake and the 
others were with him. They would have looked out for him, and maybe none of them can get messages 
through to us because of the lockdown.’ 

Under Mrs Burrows’ and the First Officer’s direction, the Colony had shut itself off from the surface 
because the scale of the problems Topsoil were so great, and there was the constant nagging fear that the 
Styx might eventually focus their attention on the Colony again and re-establish their rule. There had been 
lockdowns in the past, but these had been imposed by the Styx, the most recent when Will had escaped 
with Cal after failing to spring Chester from the Hold. But this new lockdown wasn’t to punish the people 
of the Colony but to protect them. And the good news was that other than going without their consignments 
of fresh fruit, they were almost self-sufficient again when it came to feeding themselves. The replanted 
pennybun fields were beginning to produce harvests, and the livestock breeding programme was also well 
under way. 

“You see — he’ll turn up here one day soon. Everything will be just fine,’ the First Officer tried to 
reassure Mrs Burrows. As the kitten reappeared with the toy and jumped up again with its paws on his 
leg, the First Officer rubbed the skin on its broad head. The kitten let out an appreciative mew. In an 
instant, Colly was up, her back arched. 

‘I think you’d better leave Bartleby kitten alone before she goes for you,’ Mrs Burrows advised. 

‘Righty ho,’ the First Officer said with a sigh, getting up slowly from his chair with both palms in the 


air as if he was surrendering. ‘Far be it for me to rock the boat. It’s only my house and my kitch—’ 

‘Something’s very wrong,’ Mrs Burrows burst out, snapping her head around to look at the bare wall. 
‘Something just happened!’ 

“What — with the wall?’ the First Officer asked. 

Mrs Burrows’ eyes had rotated upwards so that only the whites were showing. ‘Water — so much you 
wouldn’t believe ... and it’s heading our way.’ 

“Where ... how far away?’ the First Officer asked urgently. 

Mrs Burrows shuddered, her eyes righting themselves. ‘Far side of the Colony ... that direction.’ She 
pointed at the wall. 

The First Officer was already rushing towards the door. ‘It must be coming through the Labyrynth!’ he 
shouted. ‘There must be a cave-in somewhere.’ He paused in the doorway, Bartleby kitten watching him 
curiously. ‘My God — if it’s the Labyrynth, maybe the breach is in the Eternal City! Remember what Eddie 
told Drake about a fracture in the roof? Maybe it’s that?’ 

Once in the street outside, Mrs Burrows and the First Officer collared the first person they came across 
to raise the alarm. Well into her seventies and showing no sign that she was going to stop doing the job 
she’d held for half a century, Ruby Withers was carrying her stepladder as she went about dusting the 
glowing orbs at the very top of the streetlamps. The First Officer quickly told her to go to the nearest 
temple and raise the alarm by ringing the bell. 

Ruby caught on quickly. Every Colonist lived with three principal fears: the Discovery (when 
Topsoilers would learn of the city and invade it), a major fire, and lastly being caught in floodwaters. 

Within minutes, the single bell ringing in the nearest temple led to a second sounding in a neighbouring 
area, and then another, until there was ringing and shouting coming from all over the Colony. 

At first there was confusion amongst the people because there was no apparent danger, and even the 
First Officer allowed himself the hope that Mrs Burrows had been mistaken and that it was a false alarm. 
But as they came to the edge of the South Cavern, water was already gushing down the track in the middle 
of the steep tunnel leading up to the Quarter. 

‘It’s started,’ Mrs Burrows said. 

The First Officer lumbered quickly up the sharply inclined tunnel and into the first passage that 
branched off from it. Right at the end of this was a heavy iron door, one of the many that led into the 
Labyrynth from the Colony. It had been welded shut, and although there was a small trickle of water at its 
base, there was no sign that anything was amiss. 

Not until the First Officer cleaned the glass inspection port in the door and tried to shine his lantern 
through. 

‘Oh, no,’ he said. 

Mrs Burrows didn’t need to be told that he’d seen the water level rising rapidly on the other side. Her 
supersense was warning her that all the portals to the Labyrynth were increasingly coming under pressure 
as thousands of gallons of water poured through its tunnels. 

More Colonists were turning up every second. Even the new Governors were mucking in; the First 
Officer saw Cleaver using his not inconsiderable bulk to haul a cart laden with stone blocks as Squeaky 
and Gappy Mulligan pushed from behind. 

Although many of the skilled artisans — the stonemasons, engineers and other specialists that maintained 
the Colony’s caverns and utilities — had been whisked away by the Styx for their breeding programme, 
those who were left quickly mobilised. And the carts of stone and equipment drawn from the Colony’s 
building yards kept coming. 

With the knowledge that a full-scale breach would lead to their underground city being swamped by 


thousands of gallons of water, and very likely make it uninhabitable, the Colonists laboured tirelessly to 
reinforce and shore up the portals into the Labyrynth by constructing reinforcing walls across them. And 
where the portals were judged to be strong enough to withstand the weight of water, the Colonists 
hammered caulking into the joints around the edges of the metal doors in an attempt to stem any seepage. 

Mrs Burrows was on hand to give as much information as she was able, although it was becoming more 
difficult for her as the huge volume of water completely filled the Labyrynth network, stopping her 
olfactory probes from penetrating into it. 

And it was the best part of twenty-four hours before the Colonists took a break from their efforts. Tired, 
soaked and covered in dirt, they all gathered on the main track, where the flow of water continued but 
didn’t seem to be getting any worse. 

“That much water can’t come from anywhere else but the Thames, can it?’ Mrs Burrows asked the First 
Officer. 

‘Pm afraid that’s right,’ he answered. ‘They blew the canopy over the Eternal City. Exactly as Drake 
said they might, one day.’ 

Mrs Burrows shook her head. ‘But if they’ve gone that far, what else are the Styx doing? We have to 
find out what’s happening Topsoil,’ she said. “They might need our help.’ 

‘I don’t know ...’ the First Officer said, placing his hefty boot on one of the small streams of water, and 
watching it find a new course in the damp dirt. ‘We’ve got troubles enough of our own here. Last thing we 
want is to open up a portal and have the White Necks swoop in on us again.’ 


j U. 


They walked in silence, Will occasionally throwing glances at Elliott as he wondered what was wrong 
because she didn’t seem to be herself at all. While he was used to her being candid with him, Elliott’s 
behaviour towards Jiirgen had been out of character, and Will didn’t know the reason for it. 

Only when they came nearer to the tower could they appreciate its sheer scale as it spiked into the 
bright sky. The exterior was completely smooth and grey, with only the odd patch where soil marked it. 
The overhanging disc-type structure at the top was difficult to look at because of the intensity of the sun, 
but once they were close enough at least it provided them with some shade. 

And there was Woody, standing like a sentinel by the base of the tower where the ground was littered 
with piles of shattered rock and large boulders. Will put this down to the fact that the tower had burst up 
through the ground, bringing up strata from deep in the crust. 

Woody was watching Elliott attentively as they headed towards him. He didn’t seem to have any 
qualms about meeting her eyes now. In fact, since the inexplicable event at the pyramid the diminutive 
man in his sunglasses and silly hat had gone through a transformation from an eccentric-looking but 
harmless member of the party to a rather ominous one, to the extent that both Will and Jiirgen were 
actually rather wary of him. 

But Elliott evidently didn’t have any such reservations as she went right up to the bushman. He stepped 
aside to reveal that behind him was another of the symbols with the three diverging rays. 

There was no other feature that Will could see on the curved exterior of the tower — just the three rays 
indented into the perfectly smooth and unmarked wall. ‘That looks just like the panel you touched back at 
the pyramid,’ he noted. 

And, as if there was some kind of tacit understanding between Woody and Elliott, the bushman’s eyes 
were glued to the three indentures as she stretched a hand towards them. 

‘No, you don’t! No way!’ Will shouted immediately, lunging at Elliott to seize hold of her and pull her 
away from the symbol. ‘I’m not going to let you do that!’ 


Elliott reacted calmly. ‘It’s okay, Will. There’s no danger to any of us. Really.’ 

He released her, letting his arms hang limply by his sides. ‘Just think about the last time you did this.’ 

She shook her head. ‘That’s not going to happen again.’ 

Will’s voice lifted a tone as his frustration grew. ‘Oh, sure, and you really know, don’t you? Based on 
what? We’re right in the middle of something we don’t understand, and who knows how it’s going to turn 
out if you go sticking your hand into that? You might really be hurt this time.’ He glared at Woody. ‘Ask 
him what this tower is, and what it’s here for, will you?’ 

Elliott spoke to the bushman in Styx, and he replied, his expression inscrutable. She asked another 
question and again he answered in the rasping Styx language. ‘He doesn’t know any more than we do,’ 
Elliott told Will. 

‘He doesn’t give that impression,’ Will countered. 

Elliott sighed in exasperation. ‘Look, I’ve tried to ask him. All he says is that this was meant to be. 
He’s using a word I don’t recognise, but I think it must mean destiny or fate, or something like that. Maybe 
it’s old Styx.’ She stooped to put her rifle on the ground by her feet, then straightened up again. ‘Can’t you 
feel it, Will?’ she said. ‘It’s all around us.’ 

Will shook his head. ‘You keep saying that. Feel what exactly?’ 

“There’s something here, and it’s, like, so much bigger than us,’ Elliott replied. 

Will and Jiirgen exchanged glances. A raggedy flock of vultures were picking over the churned-up soil, 
and a trio of the largest and most unpleasant-looking ones, which resembled burst cushions, were fighting 
over a tasty morsel. They were making harsh, grating calls as they squabbled, but somehow it suited the 
moment. 

‘No, I don’t feel anything different.’ Will peered up at the top of the tower with evident misgiving. 
‘Look, I want to find out what all this is about as much as anyone, but we have to be careful. We haven’t 
the faintest idea what this tower is here for, so we have to take this one step at a time.’ 

‘Pm sorry, Will. Nobody tells me what to do,’ Elliott stated flatly. ‘This is my choice.’ 

Will sighed, not knowing what else he could say to persuade her. He’d made his reservations clear and, 
short of physically restraining her, there wasn’t anything more he could do. So he kept his mouth shut as 
Elliott took one last look at him and moved towards the symbol. But in case she was thrown backwards 
again, he made sure he was in position to catch her. 

Elliott slowly reached out and placed her fingers in the three indentures. 

She stepped back as a circular opening with a diameter of around ten feet suddenly appeared in the 
tower to the left of the symbol. There was no sound, except some loose stones scattering across the floor 
inside the new opening. 

Will remained where he was, but Jiirgen immediately slipped past Elliott and began to examine the 
entrance. ‘The outside skin is several centimetres thick. I can’t see where the door or panel has gone. 
How ... where has it retracted?’ 

‘It was the same with that trapdoor in the pyramid,’ Will said. His tone was such that Elliott gave him a 
quick glance. Despite all that was going on, he felt thoroughly let down by his friend. She hadn’t listened 
to him. 

Jiirgen was unaware of this as he continued his investigation, tapping various spots around the opening, 
his knuckles making barely any sound. ‘I can’t tell you what this material is — seems to be neither stone 
nor metal.’ 

‘See — there wasn’t any danger to us, was there? What did I tell you?’ Elliott said to Will, trying a 
smile on him as she went to collect her rifle from the ground. 

Will didn’t reciprocate, instead pretending to stare inside the opening. Then he waved a hand towards 


it. ‘So what now? We go inside? What if it closes again, and we’re stuck in there?’ 

Elliott looked at him blankly. ‘Jesus, you’re one big scaredy cat these days! What happened to the great 
explorer? Maybe you are just getting old!’ 

‘I am not getting old,’ Will replied. He immediately stormed straight past Jürgen, who watched him 
with some surprise as he entered the tower without a second thought. 


Chapter Seven 


hester and Parry had been deposited back on the shore by the marines in one of their high-speed 
inflatables. After all that had happened and the excitement of being on a submarine, it felt strange be 
on the wind-lashed beach again. 

‘So do you reckon we can count them out? The Americans?’ Chester asked, as they began to walk 
towards the cliff. 

‘Looks like it,’ Parry replied, his expression grim. ‘I’m not surprised that the President dropped us like 
a hot potato — even if he were to commit his forces, there’s no one left to govern this country now.’ 

For what seemed like hours they had both hung on in the cabin of the submarine, waiting to find out if 
the conference would resume. But despite many attempts to speak to the White House, the blue-suited man 
accompanying them couldn’t get confirmation that they would be granted another audience with the 
President. Finally the captain of the submarine had entered the cabin, saying that he had orders to get 
under way, so Chester and Parry would be escorted back to shore. 

‘All the trouble — all the killing — seems so far away,’ Chester reflected as the sun crept up over the far 
horizon of the sea, and the cliffs began to glow dimly with the rose-hued light of the new day. Although his 
mind kept returning to what he’d witnessed in London, something from the final moments of the 
conference was nagging at Chester. ‘Parry, the President mentioned something about a mole in the Styx 
ranks — is that right? Have you managed to get someone in there?’ he finally ventured, as they came to the 
coastal path at the top of the cliff. 

Parry muttered, ‘No, it was nothing,’ but Chester noticed that the old man averted his eyes and also 
increased his pace as they turned inland towards the cottage, making their way through the clumps of 
gorse. 

Parry didn’t speak again until they were on the last stretch. “Thank you for coming with me, Chester,’ he 
said. ‘It was a lot to ask after the tragedy with your parents. I’m sorry to get you involved all over again.’ 

“That’s okay,’ the boy said. ‘I think it was good for me to get out. I’d sort of got myself stuck down in 
the dumps.’ He smiled affectionately at Parry, pleased that his presence was appreciated. ‘Not sure I 
really helped you much, though.’ 

“You did, immeasurably,’ Parry replied. “The President must have read a thousand reports on what’s 
been happening in our country, until he was overwhelmed by it. But you gave our plight a human side, and 
I could see that it was getting through to him and beginning to tip the balance in our favour. Maybe that 
was why the Styx took action when they did.’ 

“Yes, how did they know to blow the cavern roof at that very moment?’ Chester asked, as it occurred to 
him. 

“The Styx had someone on the inside — must have been easy enough, because my recommendation to 
carry out regular Purger checks had been ignored,’ Parry said. ‘So someone in the Prime Minister’s team 
tipped them off.’ 


Chester nodded. 

‘Here we are,’ Parry said as they emerged from the gorse and the cottage came into view. Chester 
couldn’t see any lights on inside, but that was par for the course — Old Wilkie was a stickler when it came 
to blacking out the windows at nighttime. 

And as Parry pushed open the front door, Old Wilkie was in his usual position in his chair in the 
hallway, his shotgun in his lap, and very much awake. They went into the main room where the embers 
were still glowing in the hearth. Stephanie had also stayed up, wrapped in a blanket to keep herself warm. 

“You’re back! You were gone for ages!’ she said brightly, then frowned. ‘But where did you go, 
anyway?’ 

“You won’t believe what we ...’ Chester began, then caught himself. ‘Is it all right if I tell her?’ he 
asked Parry. 

Parry nodded. ‘Go ahead — she should know. And Pll brief Old Wilkie in the kitchen.’ He glanced at 
his watch. ‘I hope everyone’s packed because we haven’t got long before extraction.’ He and Old Wilkie 
crossed to the doorway on the other side of the hearth and went into the kitchen. 

When they were alone, Stephanie said, ‘Come on, I want to hear all about it.’ She touched Chester’s 
arm, then drew her hand back. ‘You’re soaked! Is it raining that hard outside?’ 

‘Oh, that was the trip back from the submarine,’ Chester replied. ‘Where we were talking to the US 
President and the Prime Minister ... well the Prime Minister for a short time until something terrible hap 

‘Are you pulling my leg?’ Stephanie was looking at him, a smile hovering on her lips. He noticed then 
that she’d made an effort with her hair and also put on some make-up, and how very pretty she was. 
‘D’you know — I don’t mind if you are teasing me,’ she said. ‘You’re acting like your old self again. I’ve 
missed that. I’ve missed you.’ 

Before Chester had time to answer, she had taken him by the arm and was leading him over to the sofa. 
She’d managed to tune in to an overseas radio station and they sat there with the music in the background 
as she listened to him talk about the outing with Parry. She couldn’t believe it when he told her what had 
happened in Westminster with the huge opening in the ground that swallowed up the buildings. 

As the radio lost the signal and the music stopped, Chester realised how croaky his voice sounded. 
“What with giving the President my life story, I don’t think I’ve ever talked for so long before!’ he 
laughed. ‘I could really do with a drink.’ 

He began towards the kitchen door, which was open a crack. Although Parry was speaking softly, the 
cottage was so quiet that Chester didn’t have much difficulty hearing what he was saying. As Parry 
sounded so serious, Chester held back from going straight in, thinking that he should announce himself 
first. 

There was the low rumble of Old Wilkie’s voice, to which Parry immediately retorted, ‘No, how can 
he be told? Not after the calamitous way it played out in the Complex.’ 

‘What’s the matter, Chester? Why’ ve you stopped there?’ Stephanie whispered from the sofa. 

But Chester didn’t answer, because something was troubling him. 

He edged a little closer to the door so that he could hear Old Wilkie’s side of the conversation too. ‘I’m 
glad you didn’t tell me before — it would have put me in a very awkward position with the lad.’ There 
was a pause before Old Wilkie continued. ‘I realise the infiltration play has been crucial, but Danforth’s 
too much of a loose cannon for his own good, and ours,’ he was saying. 

‘Danforth?’ Chester mouthed, shaking his head, as the President’s words came back to him: Your mole 
in the Styx ranks. 

The realisation hit Chester with all the force of a bullet. He would never in a million years have 


guessed what Danforth had been up to. For the briefest moment, Chester didn’t know whether to break 
down and cry, or to scream with all the anger welling up inside him. 

The anger won out. Blinded by a red mist he threw the door open with such force that it almost came 
off its hinges. Behind him, Stephanie let out a yelp. 

Mouths agape at Chester’s abrupt entrance, Parry and Old Wilkie were at the table, glasses in their 
hands and a bottle of whisky on the table between them. 

‘So my parents died because of Danforth’s stupid plan!’ Chester said, his voice shaking with fury. ‘Is 
that right, Parry?’ 

For once, Parry was at a total loss. He was stuttering something as he rose to his feet. ‘Chester,’ he 
began. ‘I know it sounds th—’ 

‘No! No more lies!’ Chester shouted at him. ‘You knew what Danforth was up to — you knew exactly 
what he was doing,’ he ranted. ‘But you didn’t bother to tell me, did you? They were only my parents!’ 

Parry took a step towards Chester, but the boy grabbed Old Wilkie’s shotgun from the table. Snapping 
the breech shut, he slipped the safety off. Chester didn’t go as far as to point it at Parry or Old Wilkie, but 
he was holding it as if he meant business. 

Parry’s tone was conciliatory. ‘I know how this appears, but you have to calm down, lad, so you can 
listen to wh—’ 

“What? Listen to more lies about that traitor?’ Chester interrupted. ‘If Danforth’s on our side, why did 
he knacker the systems in the Complex so we almost ran out of air? We couldn’t even call for help 
because he’d screwed with the equipment.’ 

Parry shook his head. ‘He’s nothing if not thorough — he wanted it to be convincing, and he also didn’t 
want us hanging around in the Complex in case the Styx discovered its location.’ Parry shook his head. 
‘Look, Chester, he really didn’t think that Jeff would try anyth—’ 

‘Don’t you dare even say my father’s name! You’re not worthy of it!’ Chester yelled. ‘And you didn’t 
come here because you were worried about us, did you, Parry?’ he was ranting. ‘Oh, no, you came 
because it was convenient for your RV with the Americans. You don’t give a damn about me, or any of 
us.’ 

‘Chester?’ Stephanie said, as Chester reversed back into the main room. He felt vulnerable that the girl 
was behind him, aware that she was quite capable of disarming him if she wanted to. 

‘No, you keep away from me too,’ he told Stephanie, stepping sideways with his back to the fireplace 
as he made towards the other door. 

Parry and Old Wilkie were following as Chester entered the hallway, where he paused for a moment. ‘I 
can’t stay in this place,’ he said. ‘I’m leaving.’ 

‘Please don’t be so hasty, Chester,’ Parry implored him. 

‘But where will you go?’ Stephanie asked ina small, frightened voice. 

Chester was still beside himself with fury as he yanked the front door open and stormed through it. 

“You can’t leave like this. Let’s talk, then you can decide what you want to do,’ Parry said, the 
steeliness returning to his voice as he and the others joined the boy outside. 

“Why won’t you wait a moment ... and hear what Parry wants to say?’ Stephanie begged. She was 
standing there with tears in her eyes, the blanket still around her shoulders. 

Chester had been striding away, but came to an abrupt halt and wheeled around. ‘No! I’m warning you 
— don’t any of you try to stop me!’ 

“You don’t know what you’re doing, Chester. You’re not yourself,’ Parry said, taking several steps 
towards the boy, and reaching out his hand. 

‘Stay back!’ Chester said, bringing up the shotgun. 


Old Wilkie was slowly edging around to the side. 

Parry took another step. ‘I knew nothing of it in advance, but let me explain what Danforth was trying to 
achieve, and in the scheme of things how important it is to us.’ 

At the mention of Danforth, Chester screamed, ‘I don’t give a stuff about any of that. And I don’t even 
want to ever hear that stinking traitor’s name again.’ 

‘Danforth’s done the impossible and successfully infiltrated the Styx. He’s put his neck on the block — 
he’s been risking his own life, because he’s been working for us. What he’s doing is vital for our intel,’ 
Parry argued. 

“Yeah, well he’s not much cop at it, is he? He didn’t warn you that our Prime Minster was about to be 
sucked down a hole, did he?’ Chester countered. 

‘He isn’t always able to get messages thr—’ Parry began, but was interrupted as Chester began to 
shout, because he’d suddenly noticed how far Old Wilkie had moved around to his side. 

‘No, you don’t! Trying to come at me from different directions, are you?’ he accused Old Wilkie and 
Parry. Chester hiked the shotgun towards the sky and fired one barrel over Old Wilkie’s head. The report 
of the shot echoed all around. 

Old Wilkie was holding his hands up to show he was unarmed. ‘I wasn’t trying anything,’ he said. 

‘Like I believe you. Don’t move another inch! Any of you!’ Chester threatened. 

‘I wish you hadn’t done that,’ Parry said under his breath. 

“Why — because your soldier boys will come running?’ Chester said. 

‘No, because it will carry for miles. The Armagi might pick up on it,’ Parry replied. 

‘Oh, yeah, sure. There’s nothing around here. You’re just trying to put the frighteners on me,’ Chester 
sneered. ‘Well, I couldn’t care less any more. The Armagi can h—’ 

One moment Old Wilkie was there, hands still raised, the next he was hurtling through the air. He came 
to rest halfway between Chester and Parry, face down and unmoving. 

‘Gramps!’ Stephanie shrieked. 

Old Wilkie moaned. His clothes were ripped up his back, revealing that the flesh had been lacerated. 

‘Jesus!’ Chester muttered. 

Where Old Wilkie had been standing was something almost transparent as the winter sun refracted 
through it. The height of a man, when it had touched down on the frost-covered grass it had barely made a 
sound. 

The Armagi had slashed at Old Wilkie with the edges of its bat-like wings and now tucked them away 
behind its back. They could have been made from glass the way they caught the light. 

One of Parry’s satphones began to vibrate. Chester guessed that it was the nearby SAS team waiting 
with the helicopter, and that they had heard the shot. But Parry certainly wasn’t going to answer it. Instead, 
barely moving his lips, he murmured to Chester, ‘You’ve got the only weapon here, laddie.’ 

But Chester didn’t react, paralysed with shock. 

Except for its black compound eyes, it was difficult to make out the Armagi’s features on its beaked 
head because internal organs of varying translucency were visible inside its skull. Fluid seemed to be 
coursing around veins or arteries, and something with a dirty green hue throbbed at the top of its cranium. 
But it had turned its head to Parry as he spoke, then began towards him. 

‘Chester ... CHESTER!’ Stephanie screamed. 

Chester finally reacted. Bringing the shotgun to bear on the Armagi, he squeezed the trigger. But as he’d 
swung the weapon round, Chester had fired prematurely, letting off the second barrel before it was lined 
up on its target. 

The shot didn’t hit the Armagi in the thorax as Chester had intended, but clipped what approximated its 


shoulder. Myriad glittering pieces of it scattered into the air, like wind-borne ice. 

Despite the force of the blast, it remained upright, one clawed foot gripping the ground, the other 
poised in the air. Then the Armagi swivelled towards Chester. 

‘Ohmigod,’ he said. ‘I’m toast.’ He threw a glance over at Stephanie. ‘Bloody run!’ he yelled. ‘P1 keep 
it busy.’ 

There was no question that this time the Armagi was coming for him. 

He chucked the shotgun at it, but it fended the weapon away with a deft flick of its undamaged limb. It 
may have been injured, but the creature was still just as much of a threat. 

Chester didn’t bother to run. 

He closed his eyes, sinking to his knees, waiting. 

In that brief moment he thought of his parents. ‘P11 be with you soon, Mum and Dad,’ he whispered, 
trying to control his fear. But he couldn’t, and, at the top of his lungs, he screamed, ‘Help me!’ 

There was a swishing sound. 

He opened his eyes. 

Parry was still there, his arm around Stephanie. 

The Armagi had folded to the ground, something protruding from the nape of its neck. 

Chester turned to look behind him. 

“Martha! I don’t bloody believe it!’ 

She’d stepped out from the gorse bushes and was standing there, her red hair as bedraggled as it 
always had been, her voluminous clothes just as filthy. 

‘Hello, dearie,’ she said, walking over to him and stroking his cheek. 

Chester couldn’t get his words out. ‘Where ... How the ... How ...?’ 

‘My wonderful boy, you only had to ask for help,’ she said, looking at him adoringly, as she brushed his 
fringe from his forehead. ‘You knew I’d always come, didn’t you?’ 

Chester looked from the crossbow in her hand to the motionless Armagi. ‘Did you kill it?’ 

He did a double take as he saw what was there now. 

Instead of the creature, stretched out and face down, was a naked Styx. 

‘No, it’s not dead ... it’s only stunned,’ Martha replied. ‘There’s one place behind the head where if 
you can get a bolt into its spine, a single shot will do the job. Skill and luck,’ she added, obviously very 
pleased with herself. 

Still not believing his eyes, Chester ventured a step closer and peered down at the Styx. ‘But ... but... 
it’s changed ...’ he stuttered. ‘How did it do that?’ 

Martha also moved over to the prostrate Styx and cast her eyes over him. ‘It’s the only way I’ ll ever get 
a naked man to throw himself at my feet,’ she said wistfully. Then she took Chester’s arm and began to 
pull him away. ‘Careful — not too close.’ 

‘But he has to be dead?’ Chester asked. ‘He certainly looks it.’ 

Martha shook her head. ‘Not dead, not with these things. Only way to be sure is to burn every last bit of 
them, toe clippings ’n’ all.’ 

“Yes, they regenerate,’ Parry said taking a step forward. 

As if Chester had completely forgotten where he was, he now looked up at Parry, taking a moment to 
focus on him. ‘No, you don’t! You just stay away from me!’ Chester growled. 

‘Lad, you have to underst—’ Parry started saying, but never finished as Stephanie shrieked again, 
pointing over at the trees of a nearby copse. 

A second Armagi alighted on the ground some twenty feet away. It appeared to be looking for the other 


creature. 

“Your crossbow?’ Chester said to Martha, remembering she’d just fired it. 

‘Nothing doing,’ Martha replied. ‘Can’t reload in a hurry. Only got one good hand after the Bright 
caught me.’ 

The Armagi was moving towards her and Chester, but she seemed perfectly calm. 

“Martha ... what do we do?’ Chester asked frantically. He’d believed they were out of danger, but he 
couldn’t have been more wrong. 

‘I might have lost a hand to the Bright, but ...” Martha interrupted herself to whistle. 

Chester thought something was wrong with his vision. From all sides, white objects converged on the 
Armagi. As they swooped in, they were every bit as fast as the creature. They may have been slightly 
smaller than the Armagi, but it didn’t stand a chance. As if caught in the middle of a tornado, the Armagi 
was torn to pieces, body parts flopping on the ground all around where it had been standing, 

‘... that doesn’t mean that I didn’t catch it, and tame it,’ Martha finished. 

“Tame it?’ Chester asked, not really taking in what she was saying. 

“Yes, I tamed the Bright,’ Martha said proudly. 

As the tornado stopped, Chester was left looking at not just a single Bright but a whole host of them. 
They were hovering in the air above the remains of the Armagi, their brilliant white scales reflecting the 
light. 

‘Angels,’ Chester laughed, remembering what Dr Burrows had said about them. ‘But there are so many 
— not just one!’ 

“Yes, seven.’ Martha whistled and waved with her good hand. In less than the blink of an eye, the 
Brights had swooped through the air to surround her and Chester, their wings making a gentle thrumming 
as they hovered in a circle, their haloes shining gently. There was something so repellent about them, and 
yet they had a certain beauty too. 

“They’re amazing,’ Chester laughed. 

“They’re my protectors. And now they’re your protectors too.’ Martha stroked Chester’s head lovingly. 
“With them we’ll be safe wherever we go.’ 

“But I don’t understand. How did you know where I was?’ the boy asked. 

Martha indicated the Brights with her hand. ‘Once you give them a scent, they can track it like hounds — 
even across hundreds of miles. That’s how I could always find you, wherever you went.’ 

‘Er, Chester,’ Parry said. He was still protecting Stephanie with an arm around her as both of them 
gawped at the spectacle of Martha and her Brights. ‘You’re not seriously thinking of leaving with that 
woman, are you? Not after what she put you through?’ he asked. 

Chester retrieved the shotgun, then went back to Martha and very pointedly slipped his arm through 
hers. ‘Yes, Iam. When we were in Norfolk, she was just watching out for me — I understand that now. She 
really cares about me, which is more than you’ve ever done. Look what you did to my mum and dad.’ 

Martha’s grime-covered face with all its broken veins was a picture of happiness as she listened to 
Chester. ‘Yes, I was only watching out for you. I knew you’d been under the Dark Light and were trying to 
signal to the Styx. I knew that.’ 

‘So this is goodbye,’ Chester said to Parry. 

“You might want to see to your friend,’ Martha suggested, as Old Wilkie groaned and began to stir. 
Stephanie immediately went to him, but Parry remained where he was, shaking his head in disbelief. 
‘Chester, at least take this with you, in case you need to get in contact.’ He tugged a satphone from his 
pocket and held it out. 

Chester didn’t say a word, but Parry lobbed it over to him, and he caught it. 


‘It’s fully charged,’ Parry said. ‘Turn it and listen to the messages every so often, will you? Promise me 
yov’ ll do that?’ 

Tucking the phone in his pocket, Chester still didn’t respond as, their arms linked, he and Martha turned 
in the direction of the sea and began to walk away, the seven Brights rotating around them like a carousel. 


Chapter Eight 


A the small launch careered up the subterranean channel, scudding over the surface of the river, 
iggs’ main concern was that the hull would last the journey. It had taken some major repairs to patch 
up the damage the Limiters had inflicted on it and anything else that still floated before dumping the 
wrecked vessels in the bottom of the harbour. And Jiggs hardly had the ideal materials at his disposal to 
repair the launch — some time-expired resin and old fibreglass matting — but he’d got there in the end. 

And he was also very concerned for Drake, who was huddled in the bottom of the boat. Although, with 
much grumbling, Drake had eventually consented to wrapping himself in a poncho from the 
quartermaster’s stores, the spray was bitterly cold, and Jiggs himself had lost much of the sensation in his 
hands and face. 

Jiggs was still worrying about his friend and wishing that there were some way to stop and check on 
him when he felt the launch slow. It was decelerating as though it had met with resistance in the river. 

It had. Through his Russian monoscope, Jiggs caught a glimpse of a steel cable strung right across the 
width of the river channel. It was cleverly positioned, just high enough to avoid any flotsam, but at perfect 
height to snag a passing craft. 

As the cable reached breaking point and snapped, the loud twang could have been a sound effect from a 
cartoon. It might have been funny if the consequences weren’t so dire. 

Jiggs yelled ‘INCOMING!’ at the very top of his voice as the loose ends of the cable whipped away on 
either side of the channel. Drake didn’t seem to hear the warning under his poncho. 

With instincts honed through countless deployments in areas where anti-personnel devices were an 
everyday hazard, Jiggs reacted in a fraction of a second. Ramming the throttle on full, he yanked the 
outboard over, steering the launch into the middle of the channel, as far away from the sides as he could 
get. 

He was praying that the Styx sappers had been intending to catch anyone travelling in the opposite 
direction — down to the deep-level shelter — and not up from it. It made a world of difference to where the 
explosives would be planted. It made all the difference as to whether he and Drake were going to escape 
with their lives. 

As the explosives detonated, Jiggs was crouching and trying to protect his head. The surge of water 
threw the launch up the river, and the tunnel behind was thick with smoke and a cascade of flying stone. 

Jiggs knew at that moment the tripwire had been set for boats going in the opposite direction. “Thank 
you, God,’ he shouted. He was still offering up his gratitude as reports of the blast echoed back and forth 
in the tunnel. Then, as he followed a bend in the channel, there was just the sound of the outboard and the 
gushing river again. 

Drake stirred, his head peering tortoise-like from under the poncho. ‘You want something?’ he asked. 
“You nudged me.’ 

‘No, not me, and everything’s fine. Just get some rest,’ Jiggs replied, trying not to laugh. 


After another ten hours, they broke the journey to stop at one of the way stations along the route. Here 
Jiggs stocked up with fuel from the rusty storage tanks on the quay, while Drake took respite from the 
constant freezing spray of the speeding river. 

They resumed the journey and, many hours later, finally pulled into the long harbour that lay below the 
disused airfield. Jiggs tied up the launch and helped Drake onto the quayside. After a change of clothes 
and a hot drink he went off to investigate. 

‘I’ve cleared the booby traps,’ Jiggs told Drake when he eventually returned. ‘There were three trips 
on the way to the exit.’ 

Drake nodded. ‘I’m amazed they left the river unprotected. If it had been me, I would have planted one 
there for sure.’ 

Jiggs just nodded, a small smile playing on his lips. “Yes, me too,’ he agreed. ‘Odd, that.’ Then he 
helped Drake to his feet, and they set off. 


j O. 


The interior of the tower reminded Will of a modern cathedral he’d once visited with his father. It might 
have been the way that their footfalls were reverberating through the large space, or perhaps because the 
interior with its plain walls and ceiling, all of the same grey material as the exposed pyramid, gave the 
impression of both solemnity and majesty. 

Of power. 

Will was beginning to think that there was something in what Elliott had been saying. Maybe he was 
sensing it too now. 

And adding to this impression were the two large columns directly opposite the entrance. As he moved 
towards them across the dusty floor, it felt to Will as if he was approaching an altar. His eyes swept over 
the peculiar spiky letters that were inscribed across both of them over twenty feet up. 

‘Does that writing make sense to anyone?’ he enquired. 

‘No, I don’t recognise it,’ Jürgen replied. ‘Those letters don’t share any characteristics with the scripts 
or the glyphs I’ve been studying.’ 

‘And you?’ Will asked Elliott coldly. He still hadn’t quite forgiven her for the way she’d ignored his 
advice before they entered the tower. 

As she shook her head, Will indicated the twin cylinders. ‘There’s no sign of any doors, but you don’t 
suppose those things are lifts, do you?’ He chuckled because this building, which had just been thrust out 
of the ground, had to be many millennia old, and it felt like such an odd question to ask. 

“That would make sense, given the height of the structure,’ Jiirgen suggested, but he was already making 
his way over to the bushman, who was standing by what appeared to be a circular flight of stairs that 
began to the far left of the columns and continued up behind them. 

“Why don’t you ask Woody what this place is? ... Ask him what we’re getting ourselves into here,’ 
Will prompted Elliott. 

Elliott immediately began to speak to the bushman in Styx. After a couple of exchanges, she turned to 
Will. ‘He says he doesn’t know, and I believe him. He keeps using that same word — destiny,’ she said. 

“Well, there’s one way to find out,’ Will said. ‘Let’s go!’ 

With Woody leading, they all began to race up the circular stairs. 

“These are exactly like the ones inside the pyramid,’ Elliott noted. 

“Yes, the dimensions are quite odd. Almost as if they weren’t meant for people,’ Jiirgen pointed out; 
they were all finding the steps very awkward to climb. In order to negotiate them at any speed, the trick 
was to attempt two at a time, although that meant taking inordinately long strides. After a while the action 


became automatic, and they would only stumble when they lost the rhythm. 

As Woody continued to lead everyone upwards, the steps seemed to go on for ever around the central 
columns. Finally they came to a landing with another circular opening. They were all out of breath but 
bursting with curiosity as they entered it. 

‘I assume we’re in the wider structure at the top now,’ Jürgen panted. 

“Yeah, but there’s nothing in here. So what’s all this for?’ Will asked. 

Nobody could give him an answer. They completed a full circuit of the space, ending up where they’d 
begun. It was completely empty — just the curved external wall with four console-type blocks of the grey 
material rising out of the floor at regular intervals around the central well. 

Jiirgen knocked exploratively against the outer wall. ‘Feels cold,’ he said. 

Elliott had moved towards one of the blocks on the floor and seemed to be about to touch it, but then 
stopped herself. She looked rather flushed, although Will wasn’t sure if this was simply because she was 
recovering from the rapid climb up the stairs, or if something else was bothering her. 

‘Everything okay?’ he asked. 

‘Sure. Yes,’ she mumbled, already moving towards Woody at the entrance. 

With a shrug, Will began to do the same when he stopped abruptly. ‘Hold on,’ he said. 

“What is it?’ Jürgen asked. 

Will had been examining his hands, then began to peer at the ceiling above them. “There aren’t any 
windows or lights in here,’ he said. ‘So how come we’re not in complete darkness?’ 

Jürgen also held up a hand and was moving it around to examine it from different angles. ‘You’re 
absolutely right,’ he said. He seemed to be even more flummoxed as he lowered his hand towards the 
floor. He suddenly got down on his knees to rub the dust from an area of the floor. 

“What are you doing?’ Will asked him. 

Jiirgen stood up again. ‘The light seems to be omnidirectional — there are no discernible shadows.’ He 
raised his outstretched hand with the palm parallel to the floor. ‘Notice that the underside of my hand is 
illuminated even though the floor is coated with dust, and there are no obvious sources of illumination 
down there anyway. Or anywhere, for that matter. You’re right, Will, this is extraordinary.’ 

Jürgen wasn’t finished. ‘And unless this is some kind of engineering feat and light from outside is being 
channelled in, there must be an energy source to do this.’ 

“Yeah, I think we know that. It also opened the door for us downstairs, and blew the old pyramid apart, 
and raised this whole tower from the ground,’ Will reeled off. 

Jürgen nodded a little sheepishly as Will noticed how impatient Woody was. ‘Let’s try the next floor 
and see what we find there,’ he suggested, still watching the bushman carefully. Will really didn’t trust 
him any more. 


“Well, there’s nowhere else to go now. We must be at the very top of the tower,’ Jürgen observed as they 
came to the last of the stairs and emerged into one large circular area, this time without any obstruction in 
the middle from the twin columns. 

Instead, right in the centre there was a circular podium some twenty feet across, on which stood a tall 
central block-like console surrounded by smaller blocks. 

Again, the walls, floor and ceiling were of the same material as the rest of the tower, and the same 
uniform light lit the whole space. 

“Whoever built all this, they liked to keep things simple,’ Will commented. 

Jürgen was walking around the wall as Will stepped onto the central podium to inspect the different 
blocks, running his hands over them. ‘And all this feels like stone, same as on the floor below, same as 


everywhere.’ 

Elliott and Woody had gone straight to the tallest console in the centre of the podium. They were both 
staring at it, at the very top. They both looked troubled. 

Will exhaled sharply. ‘I know something’s wrong. If you don’t tell me what it is, I swear Pll never talk 
to you again,’ he threatened Elliott. 

‘Something’s missing from here,’ she said. 

“What do you mean?’ Will asked, becoming even more disconcerted by the way his friend was acting. 
‘What’s missing? And how could you know that?’ 

‘I don’t know how I know,’ Elliott gasped. ‘It’s like in a dream when something terrible happens — the 
worst thing you can possibly think of — and you wake up with that awful feeling of dread, but you can’t 
remember why exactly.’ As her gaze met Will’s, he noticed that a tear was tracing its way down the dirty 
skin of her face. ‘I wish I could tell you exactly, but something doesn’t feel right. Something that should be 
here isn’t.’ 

“What else can you feel then?’ he challenged her, trying to keep his voice calm. 

She moved to one of the smaller consoles. ‘Well, I also know that if I do this ...’ She splayed her 
fingers out and pressed her palm onto the top of the console. 

The circular wall around the space suddenly came alive with bright pictures. Jiirgen was so startled 
that he took a rapid step backwards and lost his balance, ending up on one knee. 

Different images of the Earth’s surface — apparently from a viewpoint out in space — covered every 
inch of the external wall. 

‘How ...?’ Will gasped. Through wispy patches of cloud cover, he was looking at multiple images of 
continents and oceans. The different views were moving, passing around the walls, overlapping as they 
went. 

‘And I know if I do this,’ Elliott said, swiping a single finger across the console, the surface of which 
was now glowing with blue lines and strange symbols, ‘then I can get closer.’ 

Jürgen was muttering something as he remained on the floor, his mouth agape as he watched the 
different scenes. 

‘And I also know if I do this ...’ Elliott continued; she slid a finger over the panel and one image spun 
around the walls and stopped where they could all see it just in front of Jiirgen, ‘... then this is where I’m 
meant to be.’ 

Will’s eyes darted from the image to Elliott and back. ‘Me too,’ he said very quietly. ‘Because that’s 
England.’ 

Elliott took her hand from the console and the images were suddenly gone, and everything was as it had 
been before. 

Except Woody was on his knees and gabbling away to himself, his hands pressed together as if he was 
praying. 

Elliott turned towards Will as her shoulders shook and she began to sob. ‘Will, I’m frightened,’ she 
managed to say. She held her arms towards him and tried to take a step in his direction, but almost fell. 
‘What’s happening? Please, can you just hold me?’ she begged him. ‘Please.’ 


Chapter Nine 


A he walked along the cliff path with Martha, Chester thought he caught the sound of a helicopter’s 
otors over the wind. ‘Good bloody riddance,’ he said under his breath, because it was likely to be 
Parry leaving. 

Now she had Chester back, there was a very big grin permanently stretched across Martha’s grubby 
face. ‘I’ve got us a nice place to go, dearie,’ she said. ‘We’ll be all nice and warm there.’ 

‘Great,’ Chester replied with forced cheerfulness. He was still so angry that he could barely think about 
anything else. 

‘And I bet you could do with something to eat too,’ Martha added. 

‘Um,’ Chester began uncertainly. ‘Just one thing on that front.’ 

Martha looked at him. ‘Yes, my love?’ 

‘About my food — from now on I want to know exactly what’s in it. Would that be okay?’ 

‘Of course, my sweet boy,’ Martha said, ‘and about that time. I h—’ 

‘No, please don’t tell me. Don’t want to hear. Don’t want to hear,’ Chester was repeating, holding his 
hands over his ears. 

‘Ha, all right,’ Martha cackled. ‘All Pll say is needs must,’ she added as they continued on their way. 
‘Needs must, dearie.’ 

Glad that he’d got that off his chest, Chester was wondering if they were a little exposed, on a track that 
was obviously well used, and particularly as it was broad daylight. 

Martha divined what he was thinking, and rubbed his shoulder affectionately with what was left of her 
damaged hand. ‘We’re safe wherever we go, love — don’t you worry.’ She took the stubs of her fingers 
from him, then swept her hand towards the sky. ‘My little fairy protectors are up there, always watching 
out for me. They never sleep — not for long anyway. They’ I] let me know if anyone’s close.’ 

‘So you caught that first Bright in Norfolk,’ Chester asked, curious to know what had happened. 

“Yes — after we fought long and hard, I tricked her into the water,’ Martha replied. ‘I trapped her there, 
but I didn’t kill her.’ 

‘Her?’ Chester echoed. 

“Yes, I fed her and kept her captive, and to my surprise, she had her bairns.’ 

Chester’s brow furrowed. ‘Bairns? What’s that?’ 

“You know — babies,’ Martha replied. ‘That was why I’d been able to overpower her. She was with 
young, and it made her slow. The bairns were born in little bags, and from them came tiny Brights, like 
little fairies. Smaller even than the Miner Birds you get in the Colony.’ 

‘And they didn’t go for you or attack you or anything?’ Chester asked. 

‘No, because of their mother. I’d kept her tied up, and I kept the bairns all well fed with rodent catches 
while my hand and ribs healed.’ Martha rubbed her rather rotund chest to emphasise how painful it had 


been for her. ‘And when it was time to move on I didn’t have the heart to kill them. So I cut her free, but 
she stayed with me, and as you can see she’s still with me, and looking out for me.’ 

“Truly a guardian angel,’ Chester laughed. 

Martha nodded. ‘I reckon at one time they lived up here on the surface, because in a matter of weeks 
they grew used to the gravity. You can see how fast they are now.’ 

‘So maybe Dr Burrows was right,’ Chester said. “They were up here once, and maybe they’re why we 
have those stories about mythical creatures. The idea for angels, even.’ 

At the mention of Dr Burrows, Martha stopped grinning. ‘But, my sweet, you’ ve had a rough old time of 
it, haven’t you? I told you not to trust Topsoilers. They’ll never be your friends. That man back there did 
for your family, didn’t he? What made him do that?’ 

Chester didn’t feel prepared to go into it right there and then. ‘Parry? It wasn’t him exactly, but he was 
in on it. Look, Martha, Pll tell you all about it later, but my mum and dad got caught up in someth—’ 

He ducked as two Brights crossed right in front of them, in opposite directions. ‘My God, they’re 
quick,’ he said. He’d only had the briefest flash of white intersecting with white before they were both 
gone. 

‘Shhh!’ Martha said. ‘And load this for me, will you?’ she asked, keeping her voice low as she passed 
her crossbow over. 

Chester took it from her. She’d been parted from her ancient-looking crossbow back in Norfolk, and 
this replacement was definitely Topsoil-manufactured, the lighter materials making it more suitable for 
single-handed use. And Martha had made a few modifications to it, which included a few strips of muddy 
sacking wound around it and a few clumsy dabs of paint to camouflage it. 

‘Sure,’ Chester confirmed. He cocked the weapon, then from the quiver over her shoulder selected a 
bolt. As he seated this in the crossbow, he noticed the shaft was stained with blood, and that tiny pieces of 
meat were stuck to the point. 

Martha was scanning behind them. 

“What is it?’ he whispered. 

‘See how they’re flying low and to the sides,’ she said. Chester could just about make out the blurry 
streaks as the Brights zipped above the trees to the left of the path and in the lee of the cliff on the other 
side. It was as if they were stalking prey. ‘You see, my fairies warn me if anyone comes close,’ Martha 
continued. ‘Let’s get in here and wait for them.’ 

They moved into the trees, and Martha raised her crossbow. After a short while, Chester spotted a head 
bobbing along as someone climbed the path up a slight incline. He turned to Martha. ‘Looks like just one 
person. Will the Brights attack them?’ 

“They won’t do a thing without my say-so,’ Martha whispered. ‘You know that person, don’t you? 
Wasn’t she with you?’ she asked, pointing with her chin. 

As Chester looked back, his heart skipped a beat. 

Where the path rose from a slight depression, a single figure was in full view and striding purposefully 
along. 

‘It’s Steph!’ he exclaimed. ‘But what the hell is she doing all the way out here?’ 

Martha was immediately suspicious. ‘Could be some kind of trap they’re setting for you. But if it is, 
then she’s alone. I can tell from the way my fairies are shadowing her.’ 

Stephanie was completely unaware of the lethal animals circling not far above her and under the lip of 
the cliff only feet away. 

She had almost reached where Martha and Chester were hiding when Martha stepped out, her 
crossbow levelled at the girl. ‘What do you want?’ Martha shouted, her voice cold and threatening. 


Stephanie nearly jumped out of her skin. ‘Oh, hi, is Chester with you?’ she asked, her voice quavering. 
‘Oh, you are,’ she said, as Chester emerged from the trees. In her warm coat and woolly hat, and with the 
rucksack on her back, she looked like she could be on a school outing. 

“What are you doing here?’ Chester demanded. ‘Why didn’t you fly off with that lying bastard and your 
grandfather?’ 

Stephanie bit her lip nervously. 

“They have gone, haven’t they? I thought I heard a helicopter,’ Chester said. 

Stephanie nodded. 

‘So what are you still doing here?’ he repeated. 

‘Um ...’ she replied. ‘I couldn’t let you go off thinking that d known about Danforth and what 
happened to your mum and dad, because I didn’t. I swear I didn’t know anything at all about it. Nobody 
told me.’ 

‘Fine, but you’re not answering my question,’ Chester said urgently. “What are you doing here?’ 

Stephanie’s voice was very small under the sound of the wind and the waves crashing at the bottom of 
the cliff. ‘Um, I came because I was really worried about you ... and you left before I could speak to you. 
So while Parry was helping Gramps — he wasn’t hurt that badly — I sneaked away. I grabbed as much of 
your stuff as I could because I thought you’d want it.’ She swung around slightly so he could see the 
Bergen filled to bursting point on her back, then looked awkwardly down at the ground. ‘I... er ... I 
wondered if maybe I could come with you, Chester. That we could be together.’ 

It was clear to Chester that she was embarrassed and would have said more if Martha hadn’t been 
there. And he had no idea what to say in response. He’d been so consumed with anger that he’d been 
numb to everything else. The truth was that at the moment the first Armagi had made its entrance, part of 
him hadn’t actually cared whether he lived or died. 

But this wasn’t about him now. During the weeks in the cottage Stephanie had shown him nothing but 
kindness and affection, and he’d rebuffed her. He liked her very much, and right now he was very 
frightened for her; Martha was incredibly possessive, and that made her unpredictable. And, Chester 
didn’t doubt, murderous. 

By following him, the girl had well and truly put her head into the lion’s mouth. 

“You have no place here,’ Martha growled. Chester saw her tense her arm as she steadied her aim, 
lining the weapon up for a shot at Stephanie’s chest. ‘We don’t need no one along to slow us down,’ 
Martha added, glancing up and obviously considering whether she should instruct her Brights to tear 
Stephanie apart as an alternative to using a bolt on her. 

“Wait a moment,’ Chester said quickly, and stepped closer to Martha. It was no accident that he laid a 
hand on the woman’s rounded shoulder and kneaded it while he whispered into her ear. 

As she listened, Martha scratched her chin with the stumps of her finger. ‘Is that right?’ she said 
eventually, turning to him. 

‘Absolutely,’ he replied. 

Martha was looking penetratingly into his eyes. ‘And that’s all?’ she asked. 

‘Definitely,’ Chester confirmed, putting on his sweetest, most endearing smile. Martha lowered her 
crossbow and let out a whistle to her Brights. ‘Come over here, girly, and join us,’ she said to Stephanie, 
grinning with all her black teeth on display. 

Chester quietly sighed a huge sigh of relief. 


a 


‘I expect a slug of this wouldn’t go amiss,’ Jürgen said, offering Will the hip flask that he’d taken from his 


rucksack. 

Taking it from the New Germanian, Will sniffed at the neck of flask, then wrinkled his nose in distaste. 
‘Oh, no, I don’t think so,’ he said, quickly handing it back. ‘What is it, anyway?’ 

‘Schnapps,’ Jiirgen replied, about to offer it to Elliott but then thinking better of it. 

They had decided to return back to the base of the tower, not least because Elliott was in such a state. 
Will had never seen her this distraught before, and had been forced to help her all the way down the 
circular flight of stairs. As the two of them sat together on one of the fractured boulders, her head was 
buried in Will’s shoulder. She’d stopped crying, although he could still hear her take the odd involuntary 
breath as if the tears weren’t far away. 

Jiirgen glanced at the bushman, who was hunched over on the ground ten or so feet away from everyone 
else, then leant back against the tower and took another, even bigger mouthful from his flask. He 
swallowed noisily and then exhaled just as noisily. “This stuff is jolly wizard for steadying one’s nerves,’ 
Jiirgen remarked after a moment. 

‘Jolly wizard?’ Will repeated, wondering why all of a sudden the New Germanian’s language had 
become so odd. 

Jiirgen grinned. ‘Sorry, that’s probably something I picked up from the English books we had in the city 
library. The Jeeves and Wooster stories somehow found their way onto a helicopter when the first settlers 
flew in.’ 

Jiirgen’s radio suddenly crackled, and he pushed himself upright to fumble in a pocket and retrieve it. 
As he spoke to his brother in German he was waving his flask demonstratively in the air. 

Although Will didn’t understand what was being discussed, Jiirgen’s side of the conversation grew 
rather terse after only a short time. 

Will used the opportunity to speak to Elliott. ‘Are you feeling better now?’ he asked her softly. 

She nodded but still didn’t show her face. 

‘It’s all been too much for you — for all of us. You’ve had a bad shock — that’s all,’ he tried to 
rationalise to her. 

She nodded again, simultaneously shivering despite the heat. 

“You don’t ever have to go back inside again,’ Will said. ‘No, maybe that would be for the best. We can 
leave this place — you and I — and never come back here again.’ 

Jiirgen finished his conversation on the radio. He looked angry. 

“What’s the matter? Are Werner and Karl going to join us?’ Will asked him. 

“They are, but my brother says I must be mistaken about what we’ve found. He even went as far as to 
accuse me of drinking too much when I described what we all saw. My own brother doesn’t believe me.’ 
Jiirgen had been about to take another swig from his flask, but instead he suddenly jerked his head as if 
something had stung him. ‘What are we talking about here, Will?’ He was silent for several seconds 
before he continued. ‘If we accept that the new, exposed pyramid and the tower are connected, and all 
indications point to that ...’ 

‘And Woody’s ancestors built on top of the pyramids many thousands of years ago ...’ Will put in. 

‘... then we’ve just seen a display of technology that could pre-date us — Homo sapiens — as a species 
by ... well, who knows how long? And the big question is how it came to be here. And maybe the right 
answer is that it’s non-terrestrial.’ 

‘Non-terrestrial?’ Will repeated with a frown. ‘But my dad’s ancients must have been around at the 
time, because they saw those views of the planet.’ 

‘How do you figure that?’ Jürgen immediately challenged. 

‘Because they were able to draw their maps inside the pyramid from them. That’s why they were so 


accurate,’ Will replied. ‘So it follows that the technology was in use then.’ 

‘Maybe,’ Jürgen said, holding up his flask as something occurred to him. ‘But talking about those views 
... they’re from outer space ... but from what exactly?’ he asked, his voice oddly flat. ‘And from when? I 
mean, from what time?’ 

Will hadn’t had the opportunity to examine the scenes in any detail as they’d circulated around the 
walls, but because of the size and appearance of London in the images it hadn’t occurred to him that they 
were anything but current. He was about to comment on this when Elliott stirred. 

‘From now,’ she said, her voice barely audible because her face was still pressed against Will. 

‘So they are from now? You mean they’re live images? How do you know that?’ Will asked her gently. 

‘I just do,’ she answered. 

Jiirgen had been staring out over the fields of soil that were gradually turning grey under the fierce heat 
of the sun, but now he swung his head towards Will. ‘It’s evident that the technology ... all the technology 
we’ve seen so far ... appears to be have some form of empathy with your friend. Except for her, none of 
us has any degree of control over it. And the reason for that has to be because she has the blood of the 
invaders in her.’ 

“You mean the Styx,’ Will said, tightening his arm around Elliott to comfort her. He’d have preferred 
that she wasn’t hearing any of this. But he also felt that it would be unreasonable to ask the now slightly 
inebriated New Germanian to put a sock in it, as he might take it badly. 

And, besides, Will’s mind was buzzing with all the possibilities too. 

“Yes, the Styx.’ Jürgen took a single step forward as if bracing himself. ‘So, Will, does that mean that 
the Styx — or their predecessors — were ...’ His voice seemed to give out. He cleared his throat. ‘Are we 
talking about ...?’ 

Will met the man’s eyes, waiting for the next word. 

“Talking about ...?’ Jürgen half-whispered. 

There in the shadowed lee of the tower, with just the calls of the birds and the odd snatch of Woody’s 
muttered prayers reaching them, neither Will nor Jiirgen felt prepared to say the word. 

It was just too outlandish, too bizarre, and how did it tie in with the evolution of humans? 

And with the history of the world? 

The implications were too great to contemplate. 

Will tightened his arm around Elliott again. 

‘Aliens?’ he said. 


Chapter Ten 


ith Stephanie tagging along at a distance behind them, Chester and Martha had been walking 
briskly down a fenced-off track between two fields. 

‘Nearly home, my sweet,’ Martha cooed, as Chester spotted the small farmhouse up ahead. 

Then, as he happened to glance over the fence to one side, he stopped dead as something caught his 
attention. ‘My God! What on earth did that?’ he gasped, recoiling at the sight of carcases of the dead 
sheep strewn around the place. They had been eviscerated, their bodies brutally ripped apart and all their 
organs strewn over the ground. ‘Armagi?’ 

‘No, that was my Brights,’ Martha answered proudly. She hadn’t slowed as she headed towards the 
farmhouse. ‘They have to eat — just the same as us.’ 

‘Not quite the same as us,’ Chester whispered. Remaining where he was, he continued to watch as, 
further along the track, Martha gave a couple of low whistles and waved her hand. She could have been 
directing sheepdogs, not the weird and strangely wonderful creatures from the depths of the Earth. 

The Brights zipped over Chester’s head, so fast that it was impossible to see them clearly, like smoke 
or mist caught in a high wind. Martha whistled once again, then flicked her fingers in the direction of the 
field. 

‘Oh, there they are,’ Chester said to himself, as several of the Brights appeared over the field, as if 
they’d just materialised out of thin air. They were hovering some hundred feet up or so, and for once 
remaining in one place long enough for him to make out their long bodies and their white wings as they 
beat the air. 

“What are they doing?’ Chester muttered, then noticed a small herd of sheep grazing directly beneath the 
Brights. The sheep stared vacantly in Martha’s direction, probably wondering what the crazy woman was 
doing, making silly noises and waving her arms around. 

They had no idea what was about to hit them. With another whistle from Martha, the Brights simply 
plummeted towards the ground as if in a deadfall. Chester had a glimpse of the nearest of Martha’s 
fairies, its mouth wide open and displaying vicious rows of jagged spikes. With their ivory-white wings 
outstretched, each Bright landed on the animal it had selected and pinned it flat to the ground so that it was 
nearly impossible to make any of them out against the rime-covered grass. And it was also impossible to 
see what they were doing to the poor sheep under them, something for which Chester was very grateful. 

“That’s sick,’ he mumbled, looking at the mutilated sheep closer in the field once again as Stephanie 
stopped alongside him. 

“Yeah, gross,’ she agreed, as she leant against a fencepost. ‘But I’m just so very glad I managed to catch 
up with you, Chester,’ she said, smiling. ‘I really didn’t think I was ever going to see you again.’ 

From where the nearest Bright was feeding on a sheep, there was that sucking sound that flesh makes 
when it’s torn. As the Bright beat its wings once, then settled again as it continued to gorge itself, 
something glistening with blood was cast aside and came to rest in the frosty grass. Chester grimaced as 


he saw it was the sheep’s heart. It was still beating. 

From her lack of reaction, Stephanie obviously hadn’t noticed. ‘And thank you for dealing with Martha 
back there. I didn’t know she was like that,’ she said. 

Chester had been completely preoccupied by the grisly spectacle in the field, but now shot a glance at 
Martha to see if she was watching him and Stephanie, at the same time taking a hasty sidestep away from 
the girl. 

‘But what did you, like, say to her?’ Stephanie asked. 

‘Not now!’ Chester replied in a whispered growl, intentionally not looking at her. ‘Keep right away 
from me while she’s around. She’s jealous, and she’ll bloody well kill you.’ 

‘Oh,’ Stephanie said, and Chester immediately set off towards Martha in the direction of the farmhouse. 
Stephanie remained where she was for a moment or two, looking a little taken aback, then she too 
continued down the track. 

It was a basic farm building of red brick, but after the night he’d had on the submarine and the 
revelation about Danforth, Chester was grateful just to be out of the cold and somewhere he could sit in 
quiet for a while. Without taking off his coat, he flopped onto the sofa in the main room, still holding the 
empty shotgun as he watched Martha light the fire. She fussed over it until there was a hearty roar 
warming the room. Stephanie, heeding Chester’s warning, carefully chose herself somewhere to sit on the 
opposite side of the room where she was browsing through an old magazine she’d found. 

‘So there was nobody in this place when you got here?’ Chester asked. 

‘It was all locked up,’ Martha replied, moving towards the doorway. ‘Are you hungry?’ 

“You bet. What’s on the menu?’ Chester said. 

‘Sheep,’ Martha answered. ‘That’s the one thing there’s plenty of around here.’ 

‘And you really mean just sheep?’ Chester said, pulling himself upright on the sofa. 

“Yes, just sheep. Nothing else. I promise,’ Martha said, giving him a crooked smile. 

‘O...k... a... y, Chester said through a yawn, as Martha scurried off to the kitchen. 

As soon as she’d gone, Stephanie cleared her throat to get Chester’s attention. As he turned towards 
her, she shot him a what-was-that-all-about frown, but he merely shook his head. 

They could hear Martha crashing around in the kitchen at the end of the corridor. ‘She’s busy in there — 
she can’t hear us,’ Stephanie whispered. 

‘Don’t count on it,’ Chester whispered back. ‘It’s not worth the risk.’ 

With a shrug Stephanie went back to her magazine and Chester dozed on the sofa until Martha finally 
reappeared with some bowls of steaming food, which they ate at the table in complete silence. 

Well, almost complete silence. Chester was struck by the stark contrast between his two dining 
companions as they ate: Martha, with table manners typical of most Colonists, occasionally mumbled to 
herself as she slurped the juices from her spoon and chewed with her mouth wide open. The noise was 
frightful, as if she was trying to make herself as repugnant as she possibly could. 

And then there was Stephanie at the other end of the table, strikingly attractive, her manners impeccable 
as she daintily used her fork. 

The only thing that the two of them had in common was their ginger hair — other than that they could 
have been from different species. 

God, I’m beginning to sound like Will, Chester thought to himself. And with that he began to think 
about his friend, hoping that both he and Elliott had survived their mission and were safe somewhere. 
Chester remembered the times they’d had together — although they’d by no means been easy, at least they’d 
shared the burden and endured them together. An aching hollowness inside reminded him how much he 
missed their companionship. 


‘All right there, my dearie?’ Martha enquired, as she noticed he’d stopped eating. Chester could see 
pieces of lamb stuck in the gaps between her dirty teeth. 

Nodding, he resumed on his bowl, swapping a secret smile with Stephanie while Martha’s head was 
down and she was shovelling the stew into her mouth. 

But despite Stephanie’s presence there, Chester felt so alone. 

He sighed as he finished his bowl of stew, which had actually been quite appetising. As Martha, too, 
finished, Stephanie offered to clear the table. Martha wouldn’t have it; she carefully stacked the bowls 
one on top of the other, then went to the front door and simply slung them outside, where they landed on 
the paved yard with a crash. 

“There — that’s all done,’ she said, rubbing her hands together. 

“That was great, Martha. Thank you,’ Chester said, slightly surprised at what she’d just done, but not 
about to comment on her very peculiar form of domestication. 

“Yes, thank you,’ Stephanie said. 

Martha, who hadn’t once looked in the girl’s direction, during or after the meal, was gawping at 
Chester with her usual wide grin on her face. 

‘Td better fetch some more wood so we can keep the fire stoked up,’ Martha said. ‘Want to keep it nice 
and snug for you in here.’ 

Chester gave her a grateful nod, and as Martha went outside, he moved to the window where he could 
see her, and leant on the windowsill. Although she was around thirty feet away, she was aware that he 
was there and kept glancing at him and giving him that odd little wave. 

Chester pretended to scratch his nose to hide the fact that he was talking. ‘Stay on the other side of the 
room,’ he told Stephanie. ‘You don’t know how close Martha came to killing you. What the hell were you 
thinking when you followed me? Anything can set Martha off. She can turn into a right nut job.’ 

‘I don’t understand — why did you go off with her, then?’ Stephanie asked. 

‘Because I didn’t care. I don’t care and, anyway, it’s better than hanging around Parry with his stinking 
lies.’ 

‘He didn’t know what Danforth was planning at the time,’ Stephanie countered. 

‘But he did afterwards, and he was too much of a coward to tell me. That’s what hurts,’ Chester said. 
Although he was full of anger, he managed to grin at Martha as she gave him another wave. ‘Better if we 
stop talking now. She might get suspicious.’ 

‘First tell me what you said to her,’ Stephanie demanded. 

Chester sighed. ‘I had to come up with something quick. It wasn’t easy for me to say it, but I told her 
that she was my mother now my real mother was dead. And I also told her the only reason you and I were 
friends was because you reminded me so much of my sister.’ He took a breath. ‘You know that she was 
knocked down and killed by some idiot in a stolen car when I was young?’ 

‘I didn’t know that,’ Stephanie said quietly. ‘Is that true? Do I remind you of your sister?’ 

‘Nah,’ Chester replied. “You’re nothing like her. She was shy and sort of dumpy and short. But I had to 
give Martha a good reason or she would have assumed you were my girlfriend, and it would have been 
lights out for you.’ 

‘So am I your girlfriend?’ Stephanie asked after a moment, searching out Chester’s eyes with her own. 

Chester tried to suppress a small smile, not least because Martha was heading back to the farmhouse 
with an armful of firewood. ‘I suppose you are. If both of us live long enough for that to mean anything.’ 


Nicene 


Werner was far enough away from the Kiibelwagen that Karl couldn’t hear him muttering and cursing after 
he’d finished the conversation with his brother over the radio. 

If it wasn’t enough that they’d endured a hailstorm of rock and half the jungle seemed to have been 
dropped around them, Werner was finding what his brother had to say very difficult to believe. Something 
about a new tower in which Jürgen had seen views of the Earth from outer space. Had his brother 
completely lost it, or had he been drinking? ‘Gott im Himmel,’ Werner spat, kicking a chunk of stone lying 
on the track, then wishing he hadn’t as he discovered it was heavier than he’d anticipated. 

Hobbling the remaining distance to the vehicle, he got Karl ready, and they set off on foot. The trail, 
now littered with debris, was impassable in the small-wheeled Ktibelwagen. So their options were either 
to fetch the half-track from where Jiirgen had left it and try to bulldoze their way back down the trail and 
return to the city, or to walk all the way to where Jiirgen was. 

And Werner was in turns concerned for his brother and curious about what the usually level-headed 
anthropological scientist had been babbling about over the radio. But the evidence was all around him 
that something significant had taken place, and Werner wanted to get to the bottom of it for himself. 

However, the journey turned out to be far more of a challenge than he’d anticipated; once he and Karl 
had left the main track and entered the jungle, it wasn’t the occasional large chunk of masonry that 
hampered their progress, but the substantial amount of mashed-up foliage that was strewn everywhere. 

All this uprooted and shredded vegetation was still settling, and every so often whole branches or 
tangles of roots that had been suspended up in the giant trees fell to the ground. So not only were he and 
Karl clambering over the debris between the unaffected trees of the jungle, they were also forced to keep 
an eye out for anything that might drop on them from above. 

As they trekked through the jungle the amount of displaced greenery increased, until they were trying to 
circumnavigate small hillocks of it. Then, finally, the trees thinned, and they stepped out onto the huge 
area of bare earth. 

Karl glanced enquiringly at Werner. 

‘I know — it’s incredible,’ his uncle said. ‘Just look at it.’ 

And they did for a moment, at the new form of the pyramid and then the incredible sight of the tower in 
the distance. 

‘Maybe my brother’s not losing his mind, after all,’ Werner said under his breath, and they began across 
the fields of sundried dirt in this new landscape. 

By the base of the tower, Jiirgen had been looking out for them and, as he spied them in the distance, 
rushed off to meet them. 

Elliott, still slightly shaken, had moved into the entrance chamber of the tower accompanied by her new 
shadow, Woody. The moment she was back inside the tower, a marked change came over her and she 
seemed far more at ease. She also took up Will’s suggestion that she lie down with her head propped on 
her rolled-up jacket, and soon drifted off to sleep. 

Jiirgen finally arrived back with his brother and son. Seeing Elliott was soundly asleep, he gestured to 
Will that he was intending to take the other two upstairs, and they tiptoed off. 

Will found himself at a loose end. Not wanting to go too far from Elliott in case she woke up, he passed 
the time by making an exhaustive examination of the walls of the entrance chamber, knocking against them 
to see if he could find anything. Then he turned his attention to the two large columns, trying to work out 
what they were, and also seeing if he could produce any sort of change by touching their surfaces just as 
Elliott seemed to be able to do. He’d nearly finished exploring every inch of the columns he could reach 
when a voice from behind made him jump. 

‘Here, let me,’ Elliott said. Rubbing her eyes, she didn’t seem to be fully awake as she took a step 
forward and brushed the column in front of him with her hand. 


There had been nothing to show that the particular area she’d selected was any different from the rest of 
the matt grey surface, but under her fingertips a three-pronged motif glowed blue. To the right of the 
symbol a door in the cylinder slipped silently open to reveal a chamber filled with creamy light. 

Will was speechless. He could have been performing a strange new dance as, moving from foot to foot, 
he tensed his arms in frustration and tried to shrug at the same time. ‘I don’t understand,’ he finally burst 
out, wheeling round to Elliott. ‘Why is it that only you can make this stuff work?’ 

‘I don’t know,’ she said, massaging a shoulder to ease her muscles after her nap on the hard floor. She 
appeared far more relaxed now — the rest seemed to have helped her to get over the shock of what had 
happened at the top of the tower. But now Will was the one who was becoming increasingly unnerved. 

‘But what makes you different from the rest of us? Is it because you’re half Styx?’ he suggested, then 
narrowed his eyes with suspicion. ‘Or is there something you’re not telling me? Because why didn’t 
Woody and his mates have a love-in with the Rebecca twin ... or Vane ... or any of the other Styx, for that 
matter, when they showed up in this world?’ 

‘Maybe my blood changed him?’ Elliott said with a frown. ‘Or maybe because Woody and all the other 
bushmen kept their distance. He told me they thought the Styx were like the New Germanians — just 
another load of people muscling in on their land.’ She was silent for a moment, her frown deepening as 
she touched the column twice, closing and then opening the door in it again. ‘And how I know these things 
— well, I told you, it’s the same as something you remember from a dream. It feels so real, but at the same 
time you know it can’t be real because it didn’t actually happen.’ 

“Thanks — that’s made it all clear ...” Will said, cocking an eyebrow and grinning, ‘... as mud.’ 

‘I know it sounds crazy.’ Elliott looked at her feet as she rubbed her forehead. ‘And I feel as though 
there’s more in here, although I can’t tell you exactly what right now.’ 

“There is? But you must have some idea what it is?’ Will shot back at her. 

She laughed with the strangeness of it all. ‘I won’t know what I know until I need to know it.’ 

‘Can you run that by me again?’ Will chuckled, but he was shaking his head in confusion at the same 
time. He turned to the column where the door had remained open. ‘But maybe we ought to find out what 
Jiirgen and his brother are doing upstairs. That’s if I’m allowed in the lift, and don’t have to take the long 
way up like the rest of us lowly humans.’ 

Elliott punched him gently in the chest, laughing. ‘Come on, lowly human,’ she said. 

Predictably Woody wasn’t going to be left out of the running, and slipped inside the lift too. 

Elliott touched a plain panel, sliding her hand up it, and the door immediately closed. 

Will was peering around him as he muttered, ‘Safe as houses.’ 

‘What?’ Elliott said. 

‘No, nothing — I just remembered how much Chester hated lifts,’ Will explained. ‘After that dodgy one 
in the Colony.’ 

‘I hope he’s okay, wherever he is,’ Elliott said. 

‘So do I, but come on — Woody and I are here and waiting — why haven’t you hit the up button?’ Will 
asked. 

‘I already have,’ she said. 

The door slid back to reveal Jiirgen and Werner having what appeared to be a heated exchange while 
Karl listened in, his eyes wide with alarm. The two New Germanian brothers instantly fell silent, their 
expressions quite comical as they watched Elliott step from the lift with Will and the bushman on either 
side of her. 

‘Oh, hi,’ Werner said. 

‘Elliott,’ Jürgen cut in before his brother could say more. ‘I suppose it’s asking a lot, but would you 


mind proving to these two,’ he said, indicating Werner and Karl, ‘that I wasn’t hallucinating up here? 
Could you give them a demonstration of what you can do on the next floor up?’ 

Will was outraged on Elliott’s behalf. ‘She’s not a performing monkey, you know!’ he exploded, 
repeating a phrase he’d heard Dr Burrows use once. ‘I don’t think it’s fair for you t—’ 

‘No problem,’ Elliott interrupted him, moving towards the flight of stairs that led to the uppermost level 
of the tower. As soon as she was at the top, she went straight to the small console and laid a hand on its 
surface. 

They all watched in stunned silence as the circular wall was again filled with multiple images of Earth, 
of the ink-blue oceans and the wispy clouds up in the atmosphere and the brown-greens of the land 
masses. 

Will was again mesmerised. ‘I don’t understand. These views have to be from something floating 
around the Earth, like a satellite, or satellites ... but why wouldn’t they have been discovered by now? 
Especially because they must have been there for donkey’s years,’ he reasoned out loud, turning to the 
New Germanians. However, they seemed to be too stunned to say anything at all. 

Karl had taken his father’s hand as the two watched in wonder, and Werner was laughing and shaking 
his head and saying ‘How is this possible?’ over and over as they watched the images of the outside 
world that none of them had ever actually been to. 

Then Werner stopped. ‘But is this really from now?’ 

Will was standing beside Elliott as she touched different areas of the console, the blue lines and 
symbols glowing as her fingertips danced over them. ‘Sure it is,’ she answered. 

“Then can you show me Germany, please?’ Werner requested. 

Elliott had been moving her fingers over the console, but now she leant towards Will. ‘Yow ll have to 
help me find it.’ 

Will realised then that of course she wouldn’t be familiar with the world’s topography — why would 
she, when she’d spent virtually her whole life in the Colony and the Deeps? 

‘There,’ Will said, pointing. ‘Close in on that area where the sun’s setting.’ 

The whole of central Europe now filled the walls, although to the west a dark shadow was advancing 
across it as evening set in. 

‘And now zoom in on that area ...’ he directed her, pointing at part of the wall, ‘... but more over to the 
left.’ 

‘Look Jürgen, there’s the Ruhr!’ Werner said in an excited voice. ‘And there’s Cologne ... and Essen, 
where our parents grew up. Isn’t that incredible!’ 

It wasn’t that easy to see the river and the surrounding valley itself because dusk was settling over the 
area, although the various towns and cities along it were sparkling with all the many lights in them. 

‘Okay, now can we go west towards England? I’d like to have another look at it,’ Will said, again 
pointing so Elliott knew where he wanted her to move the focus. The wall flickered, then settled down as 
France appeared, its cities iridescent against the evening sky. 

‘Now go up,’ Will directed, as Elliott moved the view across the English Channel, and then stopped. 
“There it is again!’ he exclaimed excitedly, then was silent for a moment. ‘But why’s it so dark?’ 

Although nothing had appeared amiss the last time they’d seen England, it had been in daylight. The 
picture that greeted them now was alarmingly different. There was none of the wash of illumination you’d 
expect to find in London, or indeed any of the major cities in the South East. 

“That can’t be right,’ Will said, trying to find an explanation for the darkness. ‘Zoom in a bit closer, 
will you?’ 

Elliott did, so they could see that there were a small number of areas in the capital that were lit up, 


although these were few and far between. And several areas radiated a different type of light, with a red 
hue. 

‘No. Are those fires?’ Will asked, his voice thin. ‘What’s going on down there?’ He looked at Elliott. 
‘Unless there’s some sort of major power cut right across the UK, it’s all gone horribly wrong.’ 

‘So maybe my father and Parry didn’t stop the Phase and—’ Elliott began. 

‘And the Styx have already done that to England,’ Will finished for her, unable to tear his eyes from the 
ominous darkness across London. 

Elliott took her hand from the console and the image was immediately extinguished. ‘Not just them,’ she 
said. ‘Maybe it’s the Armagi.’ 

Grinding his fist against his palm, Will was filled with foreboding. ‘I have to find a way to get back,’ 
he said. ‘If it’s not already too late.’ 


ee 


In broad daylight, Drake and Jiggs stole through the disused airfield until they found the Portakabin where 
the security men were usually based. The door was unlocked and nobody was inside, nor was there any 
sign of a vehicle. 

Jiggs tried the light switch, clicking it on and off. ‘No power. Somebody forgot to pay the bill,’ he 
commented. 

Drake had gone straight to the telephone on one of the desks. ‘This is dead too,’ he said. As he replaced 
the receiver, he noticed some unfinished tea in a polystyrene cup. “There used to be an around-the-clock 
guard on this place, but there’s mould growing on that drink. Appears that nobody’s been here ...’ he 
pulled a face as he peered at the mould in the cup, ‘... in weeks. Wonder why that is?’ For a moment 
Drake considered the bars of light coming through the strip blinds, where motes of dust danced slowly. 
‘Anyway, the priority is to get in touch with my father or Eddie. Let’s figure out the fastest way to do that 
without compromising ourselves.’ 

There in the cabin they carried out an equipment check, laying each item of kit out on the floor. The 
problem was many of the items that Drake had had on him or been carrying in his Bergen had been badly 
burnt in the nuclear blast. 

“This is totally kaput. The circuits are fried,’ Drake said, lobbing his satphone over to Jiggs, who also 
tried to make it work. ‘So we’ve got some weapons and ammo, a couple of empty booster rockets, my 
lens, a tracker and a couple of beacons.’ 

‘And my knackered shortwave radio, which won’t get us anywhere,’ Jiggs added, putting it on top of 
the pile. As he began to pack the equipment away again, Drake slumped into a chair at one of the desks. 

“We have to get to the nearest house with a phone and leave a message on the remote server,’ Drake 
said. ‘As we have no idea where Parry’s got to, it’s the only way I can think of to contact him, and find out 
how the operation’s gone up here on the surface.’ 

‘I agree, but unless we’re lucky and find a vehicle, we’re going the slow way — on foot,’ Jiggs replied, 
swinging the Bergen onto his shoulders. 

‘So be it,’ Drake said, hauling himself up wearily. 


Although it was still winter, the sun was shining brightly in the clear sky as they ducked through an 
opening in the airfield’s perimeter fence and headed across a field of wild grasses towards the nearest 
road. 

“Warm for the time of year,’ Jiggs commented, undoing another button on his shirt. 

Drake tried to catch the rays on his face. ‘This is glorious. Funny how much you take for granted,’ he 


said poignantly, allowing his eyes to shut for a moment. ‘I’ve probably been out in the morning sun on a 
thousand days precisely like this one, but this is first time I’ve really felt it.’ 

They pushed through a hedge and scrambled down a grass verge, finding themselves on a minor road. 
Their boots thudded on the tarmac as they walked as fast as Drake could manage, neither of them 
remarking on the branches and debris scattered everywhere. The road shouldn’t have been in such bad 
condition, unless there’d been recent storm winds, and neither of them could see any other evidence for 
this. 

Drake pointed at a small wooded area. ‘That’s where I hid the Range Rover when I dropped Will and 
the poor old Doc off.’ He laughed to himself. ‘It wasn’t that long ago, but it feels like a lifetime now.’ 

‘Hold up,’ Jiggs cut in, bringing them both to a halt. ‘See the vehicle up ahead?’ He unclipped the top of 
his holster but didn’t take his handgun out. 

‘Got it,’ Drake said. 

They advanced slowly towards the car, taking their time because it had been left at an angle right 
across the road, making it impossible for anything to get past. 

‘Someone stopped in a hurry,’ Drake noted, directing Jiggs towards the skid marks. ‘What happened 
here?’ 

But Jiggs was already by the driver’s door, staring intently at it. ‘This is odd.’ The door panel itself 
was pushed in as if it had been hit with some force from the side, and the window had been broken — 
pieces of it were scattered over the road. “The key’s still in the ignition, and there’s dried blood on the 
seat,’ Jiggs said as he ducked his head inside the car. 

‘Here, too, where someone’s been dragged,’ Drake said, as he stepped slowly away from the car, 
following the dark smears of blood. ‘But no sign of a body, just some personal belongings.’ He picked up 
a wallet and mobile phone from a drainage ditch at the side of the road. 

‘I don’t understand,’ Jiggs said, as he tried to piece together what had happened. ‘Something impacts 
the car — hard — then the driver is yanked out through the window?’ he asked, as he squatted to examine 
the pieces of torn-off cloth that had snagged on the broken edges of window, and all the blood on the 
exterior of the door itself. 

Drake was trying the mobile to see if it was working. ‘Typical! No signal,’ he said, ‘although it could 
be because the battery’s low.’ Then he flipped through the wallet he’d found. ‘The driver was local,’ he 
began saying, but then abruptly dropped the wallet and began to sway on his feet. 

Noticing something was wrong, Jiggs helped him over to the car. 

‘Sorry,’ Drake said. ‘Legs went on me all of a sudden.’ 

Jiggs was looking at him with concern, at the sheen of fresh sweat on his face and the way he was 
shaking as he leant against the car. “You’d better get in, and we’ll make tracks for the nearest village,’ he 
suggested. ‘I need to get you to a hospital.’ 

The car started without any problem, and they set off along the road. They hadn’t been driving for more 
than five minutes when they went over a small humpback bridge, only to squeal to a halt because the road 
was blocked by a group of around twenty men. Some were wielding shotguns and small calibre rifles, 
while others had pickaxe handles and even pitchforks. 

‘Good grief — are we about to be butchered by a lynch mob?’ Jiggs said. 

‘I suppose we are in Norfolk,’ Drake replied. 

A portly man in a tweed jacket stepped forward from the group. ‘Would you two gentlemen please step 
out of the car?’ he asked. ‘And for all our sakes, kill that engine!’ 

Drake began to cough — it sounded so raw that it was painful to listen to him. Jiggs leant out of the 
broken window, but left the engine running. ‘Why?’ he asked. ‘And what’s the story here?’ 


“Turn off the engine and step outside the car, then we’ll tell you,’ the portly man said impatiently. As 
Drake continued to cough, the man glimpsed his head and all the bandages covering his burns. ‘Your 
friend ... he doesn’t look in great shape.’ 

‘He’s not,’ Jiggs said, studying the portly leader. He guessed the man must be in his sixties, while a 
number of others appeared even older. Then there were some young bucks in the mob who clearly liked 
being armed. Jiggs could tell that from how they were holding their weapons, and he immediately began 
to worry about twitchy trigger fingers. 

‘Okay, I’m coming out,’ Jiggs agreed, switching off the ignition and opening his door slowly. Then, 
with his assault rifle held high in one hand, he stepped out onto the road. He turned to Drake, who seemed 
to have recovered from his coughing fit. But as Drake emerged from behind the car door and finally raised 
his head, in each hand he had a Beretta pistol. Trying to ignore the pain from his wounded shoulder, Drake 
was aiming one pistol at the portly leader, while moving the other over the rest of the group. 

“Who are you lot?’ Drake demanded. ‘Because I feel as though ve just wandered onto the set of The 
Wicker Man. And I never liked the way that film ended.’ 

“Very droll,’ the portly man replied. ‘We’re just people from this area, trying our best to stay alive. And 
every second we dilly-dally here makes that less likely. So I suggest we all put our weapons away,’ he 
ordered, casting an eye over the other men around him, who immediately complied. ‘And you should do 
the same,’ he said to Drake. ‘Then come with me to somewhere a little less exposed than this.’ 

Catching Drake’s eye, Jiggs gave him a nod. Drake lowered his handguns, and then, with the portly 
leader walking between them, they left the road, following up a slightly inclined field. 

“You two soldiers? We’ve had quite a few army bods through here,’ the man asked, his eyes flicking 
from Drake to Jiggs. The man was wheezing from the exertion by the time they reached the top, and turned 
towards Drake. ‘And what’s the matter with you? Your breathing sounds as rough as mine. Asthma?’ 

‘No, radiation sickness,’ Drake gasped, his chest heaving as he broke into another coughing fit. It took 
him a moment to recover, then he asked, ‘You have to tell us what’s been happening recently.’ He 
frowned. ‘I mean, what’s with all the weapons? And why aren’t the mobile networks working?’ 

“You really have no idea?’ the man asked with astonishment. 

‘Assume we know nothing,’ Drake replied. 

The man drew in a wheezy breath before he began to speak. ‘The TV and newspapers reported that 
there were terrorist attacks when it first kicked off, and then it turned into something far worse.’ The man 
gave Drake a curious look, as if suddenly suspicious of him. ‘So you don’t know how it’s brought about 
the collapse of ... of everything?’ he answered, groping for the right words. ‘You two been hiding in a 
hole or something?’ he asked. 

“You’re not far wrong,’ Drake told him, as the portly man waved them over to a copse of trees. 

‘If you’ve missed out on all the fun and games while the country’s gone to rack and ruin, you might want 
to watch this,’ he said, pointing down the slope to where several of the younger men had remained with 
the car. They had the bonnet up, while another was playing out a cable from a drum. ‘We reckon they’re 
highly sensitive to the vibrations engines give off. It draws them in from miles away.’ 

‘Draws who?’ Jiggs quickly asked. 

“The glass beasts — you’ ll most likely see one for yourself in a jiffy.’ 

‘Glass beasts?’ Drake repeated in a croak. 

“We honestly don’t know what they are. There’s a group of them by the old airfield in West Raynham — 
if you drove close to it, you were damned lucky to get this far. But because you brought that car into our 
area, they’ll not be long in turning up, and we can’t have them nearby or we’ll be overrun like the other 
villages.’ 


‘But you said glass beasts — what exactly do you mean?’ Jiggs pressed him. 

‘It’s hard to describe them,’ the man replied. ‘They drop out of the sky, and they sometimes come by 
water, but those ones look different,’ he replied. ‘However they arrive, it doesn’t matter; they’re all 
equally savage, and more of our people than I care to remember have been taken by them.’ 

Drake and Jiggs met each other’s gaze. ‘Armagi?’ Drake said. 

“You know something about these beasts, then?’ the portly man put in. 

Drake was shaking his head. ‘Not much, but we had an inkling this might happen.’ 

‘Better get out of sight now,’ the portly man said, and Drake and Jiggs followed his example as, with 
much grunting, he lowered himself down onto the ground. Once there, he clicked his fingers, and another 
man in the group immediately came over with a holdall containing some quite sophisticated telescopes on 
small tripods and handed them out. As Drake raised his eyebrows at his scope, the portly man explained, 
‘Got some die-hard twitchers in our village — you know, bird-watchers — so we’re always spoilt for 
scopes.’ 

As the car could be heard starting up, the portly leader explained, ‘We leave the engine running by 
weighing down the accelerator — nothing too loud, but if they’re on the trail, it'll bring them in quickly, 
like mice to cheese. You see, the glass beasts always seem to travel in pairs, and if we don’t stop them 
here, they just keep looking till they find someone.’ 

The men on the road were quickly moving away from it now. ‘Focus your scope on the car, then keep 
an eye out around it. You don’t want to miss the grand entrance,’ the portly leader said, chuckling. ‘Bit 
different from watching sandpipers over at Blakeney Point.’ 

Then, as they waited, in a muted and grim voice he began to recount to Drake and Jiggs what had been 
happening on the surface; about how the police and army seemed to have disbanded, and how all the 
utilities — electricity, gas, telecoms — all of it had simply stopped. ‘You know, you two remind me of some 
curious people we had through the village a while back,’ the man said suddenly. ‘They didn’t seem to 
know where they were either. And why they just came to mind is because they were both plastered with 
mud and appeared as though they’d just been pulled out of the River Wensum, same as you.’ 

Drake raised an eyebrow. ‘What did these people look like?’ 

“They strolled into my village shop early one morning before opening. I said to my wife at the time that 
I had a feeling something was in the offing — and it wasn’t long before all these funny goings-on started, 
and the country went to pot.’ 

‘Can you describe them?’ Drake asked. 

The portly leader thought for a second. “There was a lad, wild-looking, with long hair as white as 
snow, and an older man, also with very long hair, who appeared to be his fath—’ 

“The older one wore glasses?’ Drake interjected, a big smile spreading across his face. ‘What sort of 
shop did you say you have?’ 

The portly man pulled an unhappy face. ‘Had. Afraid I was forced to close it after I couldn’t get any 
deliveries through, but it was the village shop — you know, a convenience store with food and newspapers 
and...’ 

Drake had begun to chuckle. ‘So you sold chocolate. Did, by any chance, the older of the two stuff 
himself silly on it that morning? Did he? Because the Doc always loved chocolate.’ 

‘He did!’ the portly man burst out. ‘He bought several bars, and I saw him scoffing them outside on the 
pavement.’ 

“Will and Dr Burrows,’ Drake told Jiggs, who was looking confused, ‘when they first travelled up from 
the fallout shelter.’ 

The portly man was also looking rather confused. ‘But how did y—’ 


‘Shhh,’ someone behind them hissed. ‘The first beast has landed.’ 

Jiggs had been concentrating on the car as the other two spoke, and had spotted the Armagi swooping 
down from over the trees and alighting close to it. 

And Drake caught sight of the second one as it sprang from the river flowing under the bridge. ‘My God 
— there! That’s an Armagi!’ Drake whispered in horror. ‘Adapted to live in water.’ 

‘And the other is obviously capable of flight,’ Jiggs added. 

“They can alter themselves,’ the portly man said. ‘But watch this.’ 

The two Armagi approached the car, one with its wings folded behind its back, the other looking like 
liquid crystal as the water on it reflected the bright sunlight. There was a moment when they turned to face 
each other over the roof of the vehicle, as if they were communicating. 

‘And zambo! the portly man murmured. 

The member of the group hidden in the field applied a current to the wires running to the car’s full tank 
of petrol. The explosion lifted the vehicle clean off the ground, the two Armagi blasted into pieces by the 
huge fireball. 

The oddest thing was that for the briefest instant both Drake and Jiggs caught a glimpse not of the 
transparent beasts against the flames but of the distinct outlines of two men in silhouette. 

The portly leader was already on his feet, and telling them to get up. ‘We’ll come along later to check 
that nothing escaped the fire. You see, we incinerate every last chunk of those foul beasts we can find.’ 

“Why do that?’ Jiggs asked. ‘That looked pretty conclusive to me. They must be dead.’ 

“You might think so,’ the portly man said. ‘But they can come back to life. We’ve seen it happen.’ 

Drake was frowning as he thought of something. ‘If we can’t use a vehicle with a combustion engine, 
how are we ever going to reach Parry? I can’t really walk it, not the way I am.’ 

The same thought had occurred to Jiggs. ‘What if we keep the revs low. Or if maybe we can somehow 
insulate the engine — soundproof it, that might—?’ 

The portly man smiled broadly as he cut in on their conversation. ‘If you can convince me that it’s 
important enough, I have a better idea for you. It’s not the latest word in travel, but it'll get you where you 
want to go.’ 


Chapter Eleven 


E the two days they’d been at the farmhouse, Chester, Martha and Stephanie had already settled into a 
routine, albeit a rather strange one. Martha and Stephanie rarely had anything to do with each other, 
while Chester was incredibly restless and ill at ease, throwing himself around the place like a bear with a 
bad hangover. When he wasn’t in his room — the master bedroom which Martha had insisted he have, 
while Stephanie was relegated to what must have been one of the children’s cramped rooms — he would 
take himself off for long walks. 

Stephanie would watch as he left the farmhouse without a word to anyone, then stomp off across the 
fields. Martha would often rush out after the boy in an effort to accompany him wherever he was going. 
But she was never gone long as she found it difficult to keep up with her short legs. 

And at all times Chester and Stephanie maintained their distance whenever they were in the same room. 
Even when Martha was far enough away not to hear, Chester didn’t seem to be in any mood to talk. 

But Stephanie couldn’t put up with the silence any longer. It was the start of the third day and they’d just 
had their breakfast, which hadn’t been a very appealing meal because they’d been forced yet again to eat 
their cereal with water because there was no way of getting hold of any milk. Martha had just gone 
outside into the yard to throw the dirty bowls away when Stephanie decided to speak to Chester. ‘You’re 
still terribly upset, aren’t you?’ she said softly. 

‘Oh, just a bit,’ Chester answered. With a sour expression, he carefully picked off a soggy cornflake 
from where it had fallen on his shirt and flicked it away. 

‘I’m sorry you are. I can’t pretend to know how you feel.’ Stephanie said this genuinely because the last 
news Old Wilkie had received was that her parents and brothers had managed to escape abroad and were 
safe. Chester had lost everything, ‘I just wish I could do something to help you.’ 

“There’s nothing you can do, but thank you, anyway,’ he said, his head jerking as they heard the crash of 
the crockery shattering on the cobblestones out in the yard. ‘You know, if Parry had opened up to me about 
it as soon as he’d found out, I might feel differently now. But no way can I forgive him now.’ 

‘Maybe he was going to tell you after that meeting you went to?’ Stephanie suggested. 

“Well, he didn’t, did he?’ Chester snapped. ‘And if he had, then it would have only been because the 
US President put his foot in it.” Chester snorted angrily. ‘No, I can’t get over the fact that my mum and dad 
died because that creep Danforth had cooked up a stupid, screw-brained scheme all by himself. If that’s 
actually the case.’ 

‘But Parry said he didn’t know Danforth was going to do it. You don’t believe him, then?’ Stephanie 
asked. 

“Who knows with these people? These army types are in such a mad rush to save lives that they end up 
killing everyone in the process,’ Chester said. ‘Collateral damage and practical military necessity, 
laddie,’ he added, moving his head haughtily and doing a passable impersonation of Parry, complete with 
Scottish accent. ‘Drake could be a bit like that too sometimes, but with Will and Elliott it was different — 


we always played it straight with each other. We would never have let each other down like that. Never.’ 

‘Pd never let you down either, Chester,’ Stephanie said, but Chester didn’t seem to register this as he 
began to work himself up into a lather. 

‘I mean, why couldn’t bloody Danforth have just pretended to the Styx that he’d done the dirty on us? 
He didn’t have to go all the way.’ Chester had jumped to his feet and was pacing furiously around the 
room. ‘I wonder if he really enjoyed killing my parents! The sick bastard!’ he spat. 

Chester was as big as a fully grown man and his aggression made him very intimidating. Stephanie 
began to think it hadn’t been such a good idea to try to talk to him. 

He abruptly stopped his pacing and said, “The murdering bloody bastard.’ With a curse, he aimed a 
kick at one of the chairs around the table. An alarming smile spread across his face as a leg broke off and 
clattered onto the tiled floor. Then he really went for the chair, kicking and punching it again and again, 
until there was nothing more than splintered wood where it had been standing. Panting from the exertion, 
he shouted, ‘And what the hell am I still doing here? In this bloody armpit of a place?’ 

Martha had walked in and was looking at the wrecked chair. Chester didn’t acknowledge her as he 
pushed by and went into the hallway. There he snatched up a pair of gloves and a hat from beside the front 
door and stormed outside. 

“What was that about?’ Martha demanded, narrowing her eyes at Stephanie. ‘I hope you haven’t been 
botherin’ him.’ 

‘I really don’t know what set him off. I didn’t say a word. All of a sudden he started to go on about his 
parents and Danforth, and ...’ Stephanie didn’t finish as Martha moved quickly over to the window. 

‘But why doesn’t he talk to me about it?’ she complained. 


He came back later that evening after many hours’ absence, arriving just in time for supper. His face was 
blank and nobody dared to speak to him as he took his place at the table. It was easy to tell what they 
were eating from the smell — it was what they always had — lamb stew. Martha elbowed open the door as 
she brought it in, plonking it clumsily down on the table in front of them. 

As she took her usual seat, Chester was simply staring down at his food. ‘Um, Martha,’ he said. 

“Yes, my sweet?’ she replied. 

Using both hands he held up his plastic bowl, as if inviting comment from her. Along the side of the 
bowl was DOG in large, unmistakeable letters, and while it must have once been a rather striking red 
colour, it was so worn and the plastic so abraded by years of cleaning that its colour had dulled and the 
edges begun to flake off. In comparison, Stephanie hadn’t come off too badly with the chipped melamine 
bowl she’d been given. 

‘Running low on plates. Nothing much left in the cupboards,’ Martha said by way of explanation, 
dipping her spoon into her bowl, which was a battered enamel dish probably also used by the owners’ 
pets. 

Chester had put his dog bowl carefully back on the table. ‘I can’t take any more,’ he said hoarsely. 

“What — of my stew?’ Martha asked. 

‘No, no, of feeling like this,’ he mumbled. His head was bowed and Stephanie couldn’t be certain if he 
was crying or not, but she thought that she spotted a tear dropping into his bowl. 

‘Oh, my poor sweet boy!’ Martha rushed over to him, and hugged him tight. “What is it? What can I do 
to make things better for you?’ 

Of course Stephanie knew how severe his depression had been during the weeks in the cottage, but this 
display of vulnerability shocked her. He was more fragile and more disturbed than she’d ever imagined. 

“Tell me what to do?’ Martha asked, almost pleading. Her eyes too were brimming over. 


Chester sniffed. ‘You said that your Brights can find anyone for you?’ 

“Yes, that’s right,’ Martha replied. ‘They can. Just as they could always lead me to you, wherever you 
went. If you have something with a trace of scent on it, my fairies will keep on looking, even over 
hundreds of miles, and they won’t stop until they’re successful.’ 

‘Purger,’ Chester mumbled. It was barely audible. 

“What did you say, my sweet?’ Martha asked. 

Chester’s shoulders heaved with a sob. ‘I’ve got one of his Purgers in my Bergen. It will smell of him.’ 

“Whatever that is, I’m sure my fairies can use it,’ Martha said. ‘P11 send them out.’ 

It was obvious to Stephanie that Martha didn’t really understand what he was asking for, but right then 
she was prepared to agree to anything to ease his pain. 

“Thank you,’ Chester croaked. Martha was still hugging him, and he put his hand on her forearm and 
squeezed it back. As he raised his head, Stephanie could see how his eyes shone with his tears. But she 
could also see how firmly he’d set his jaw. He stared into Martha’s eyes. ‘I want him so badly. Can you 
really find him for me ... find Danforth? Will you do that for me?’ 

“You know I will,’ Martha replied, the tears streaming down her face. ‘You only have to ask,’ she said, 
repeating the words over and over. 


a 


For the next twenty-four hours the New Germanian contingent hovered around Elliott, as if they were 
hoping that she’d perform one of her miracles for them again. 

She didn’t, and they had obviously grown tired of waiting when, out of the blue, Werner announced that 
they should all return to the city to stock up on supplies and gather some equipment that they needed. It 
was true that food was running low, but Jiirgen’s priority was clearly the research: he was firing on all 
cylinders as he planned a full scientific evaluation of the tower and the pyramid, and also an expedition to 
the other two pyramids to assess the changes there. 

Will didn’t take any part in the discussions but listened with interest as Werner and Jiirgen kicked 
around ideas about how they might use seismic equipment in the tower to detect even the smallest 
vibrations if anything mechanical was operating. They also debated about using a portable X-ray machine 
on its walls, and how they might measure the level of any electrical activity in the tower. 

The final topic on their agenda was to filma record of the space views, as they referred to them, of the 
Earth the next time Elliott operated the console. It was then that Will really picked up on the sense of 
disappointment emanating from the two New Germanians because Elliott wasn’t revealing more of the 
tower’s secrets, if indeed there were any. She’d become very moody and uncommunicative again, 
spending much of the time asleep, although the two brothers weren’t so bold as to try to force her to do 
anything that she didn’t want to. 

But when Werner made the suggestion that they all prepare to head back to the city, Elliott reacted 
strongly to it. At first she was shaking her head and saying she wouldn’t go, and when Werner talked to 
her and tried to convince her, she began to shout, declaring there was absolutely no way she was leaving 
the tower. The bushman was standing beside her, his body language increasingly belligerent as if he was 
prepared to take on anyone who tried to strong-arm Elliott. 

Werner remained calm, but refused to take no for an answer, saying that he wasn’t even prepared to 
leave Woody behind either. ‘What if we have discovered a weapon here?’ he posed. ‘We have a 
responsibility — all of us — to ensure that it isn’t misused, particularly by the tribesman, who may know 
more than he’s telling us.’ 

Elliott wasn’t having any of this, and simply went over to her sleeping bag and slid down inside it, 


pulling it over her head. Werner then asked Will to try to reason with her, but she wouldn’t speak to him 
either. And when Will raised his voice in frustration because she was continuing to hide herself, the 
bushman stepped close, standing over Elliott’s cocooned form in the sleeping bag. 

“Woody, what do you think you’re doing? Keep your bloody nose out of this!’ Will barked at him. 

When the bushman steadfastly refused to move, Will’s temper snapped. ‘This is nothing to do with 
you!’ he shouted at the bushman. ‘Go on — make yourself scarce, twig brain.’ 

The bushman jabbered something back at him, his expression unpleasant. 

“You shouldn’t insult Woody. He understands more than you know,’ Elliott said, her voice muffled in 
the sleeping bag. 

‘Oh,’ Will said, feeling rather small. As Elliott clammed up again, and Will knew he wasn’t going to 
get anywhere with her, he made a counter-proposal to Werner. He suggested that he remain behind to look 
after her, and also keep an eye on Woody. There was sufficient food to tide three people over for several 
days, and Will promised that he would update them regularly over the radio, calling them the moment 
anything unusual happened. 

Short of kidnapping Elliott and forcing her to go with them, Werner didn’t have much choice but to 
accept this suggestion. So, within an hour, he, Jiirgen and Karl had got themselves ready and trooped off 
across the bare plains towards the half-track. 


It was a lonely time for Will after they’d gone, because if Elliott wasn’t asleep, she shunned any contact 
with him, roaming aimlessly around the tower. But she never once put a foot outside, as if she couldn’t 
bear to leave the tower, although Will sometimes caught her by the entrance. At these moments, she 
seemed to be staring out across the fields of dried-out earth, as if waiting for someone to appear on the 
horizon. 

Elliott’s continued reluctance to have anything much to do with Will made him question what had 
changed so radically in their friendship. He didn’t delude himself that the carefree way of life that had 
meant so much to him in the weeks after the nuclear explosion had gone for good. When the traction beam, 
as Jiirgen had called it, had stripped the old pyramid away, it had also obliterated any trace of the base in 
the nearby tree that had been their home. It was emblematic to Will because he knew that they could never 
go back to those halcyon days again, particularly not with the New Germanians and the ever-watchful 
bushman in attendance. 

Will let out a long sigh. There was an inescapable inevitability to his life, as if some higher power was 
intent on disrupting it as soon as he found anything approaching happiness and contentment. But why did it 
have to be that way? Why didn’t anything good ever last for long? 

And now, as he lay in his sleeping bag in the entrance chamber of the tower, he was staring 
despondently up at the walls, and at the twin columns housing the lifts. Part of him wished they’d never 
come back to the pyramid and found the tower, while another part was burning with curiosity about who 
had built it, and what its true purpose was. There was something so contemporary, so incredibly modern 
about the interior, although it was nothing of the sort because it had remained hidden in this world 
probably since time immemorial. 

As if to emphasise this, the bushman’s hushed, repetitive mumbling, like some sort of religious 
incantation passed down through the centuries, drifted over to Will. Woody had lit a fire just outside the 
entrance, where he was cooking some grubs he’d foraged from the new fields, and every now and then the 
wind fanned smoke into the tower. 

“This is hopeless. I can’t sleep,’ Will announced, throwing a look across at where Elliott was curled 
up. The bushman was occupied with his food so Will quietly pulled himself from his sleeping bag and 
went to sit near Elliott. 


‘I don’t know what’s the matter ... but I wish you’d at least talk to me and let me in on it.’ Will’s voice 
turned to a croak with all his emotion, and he swallowed several times before he was able to continue. 
“You know, I’ve never felt so alone. I don’t have anyone any more. Mum’s a thousand miles away, and 
Dad’s gone, and all the others like Chester and ...’ Will couldn’t think who else to add to the list, so 
quickly moved on. ‘Well, there’s no one. No one except you. So please tell me what’s wrong, because—’ 

A distant shout echoed through the tower. 

‘Hub?’ Will said, suddenly very concerned, because it had sounded like Elliott. He leant over and 
pushed the sleeping bag. Something rattled inside. Whatever Elliott had stuffed in it was hard and nothing 
like a human body. 

The bushman had heard the shout too. He abandoned his food and came inside, going straight to the 
flight of stairs. 

‘Bloody hell!’ Will exclaimed, as he grabbed his jacket and Sten gun. He was angry with himself 
because he must have dozed off long enough for Elliott to trick both him and the bushman. Although he 
was just as much to blame, he took his annoyance out on the bushman. ‘Woody, you idiot! Why’d you let 
her pull that stunt on us?’ he demanded. 

Knowing that the lift wouldn’t work for him, he tore up the stairs with Woody close behind. 

‘Elliott!’ Will shouted as he came to the first landing. She didn’t answer him, but through the archway 
he saw her standing very still. She was staring fixedly at a particular spot on the outside wall, her eyes 
unblinking, 

“Why were you shouting? And why are you up here by yourself?’ he asked as he came alongside her. As 
soon as he could see her face, he was alarmed by the change in her: her expression was haunted and 
anxious, and there were shadows as dark as bruises under her eyes. He lowered his voice as he spoke to 
her again. ‘Elliott, I need to know what’s going on with you. And we’d agreed that you and I were going 
to stick together because we don’t know wh—’ 

‘Something’s not right,’ she interrupted him. 

“What — over here?’ He went over to the wall she was still facing, and had a cursory look at it for 
himself. Nothing seemed to be any different there, so he returned to her. ‘And what do you mean? What’s 
not right? And why did you sneak up here?’ he asked gently, trying to take her hand. 

She pulled away from him, then moved to the nearest of the four consoles around the central well. ‘A 
long time ago,’ she began, ‘something was taken from here.’ 

“You mean from the next level?’ Will asked, pointing at the floor above as he recalled what she’d said 
up there. 

She nodded slowly. ‘It was never meant to be away for long, but something happened, and it was lost. I 
have to get it back. It’s in the wrong place. We’re all in the wrong place.’ 

Will rubbed his chin, wondering how much he dared ask her in her present state. She didn’t look 
herself at all, as if she’d been in the grip of a terrible nightmare and wasn’t fully awake yet. But he had to 
find out what she was talking about, what was troubling her so much. ‘Right ... so if this something’s not 
in the right place, how do we go about fixing that?’ 

Elliott laid a hand on the edge of the console, continuing to speak as if she hadn’t heard his question. ‘I 
have to find it.” She switched her gaze to Will. ‘And I have to bring it back.’ 

Will shrugged. ‘Fine. We’ll do it together. Where is it? Somewhere close?’ 

Without even looking at what she was doing, she stretched out and touched the top of the console. There 
was a burst of light from the wall behind Will, which settled down in a shimmering square of silver. 

He needed a couple of seconds to collect himself after the surprise. ‘What’s that? That’s not another 
aerial view. What have you done?’ 


‘It'll take me close to where the object is.’ Although she’d removed her hand from the console, the 
large silver square remained. ‘I’m going Topsoil to find it.’ 

As he absorbed what she’d just said, Will was shaking his head. ‘You mean that’s a way to get to the 
surface? But how, precisely?’ 

Elliott just looked at him blankly, so he began to move towards the flickering square. It was around 
seven feet square, and while the surface appeared to be in constant flux, the edges didn’t vary at all. 

‘Don’t get too close,’ Elliott warned. 

It seemed vaguely reflective — he could just about see himself and Elliott in it. ‘Mirror, mirror,’ Will 
mumbled, transfixed by the square. He made himself focus on what he should be doing. ‘So, what, does 
this magically transport us somewhere?’ 

‘Yes,’ Elliott answered. 

Will thought for a moment. ‘Okay, let’s put that to the test, shall we?’ he suggested dubiously. He hunted 
around in his jacket until he found something with suitable mass. ‘He’d never forgive me for this,’ he said, 
as he held up Dr Burrows’ old brass compass. 

Will got himself ready then gently lobbed the compass at the silver square. When it was approximately 
a foot from the surface of the square, its trajectory was completely altered, as if something had hit it. The 
compass was pulled at such speed into the square that in the time it took Will to blink, it had simply 
vanished. And there was no sound to suggest that it had struck any kind of surface such as the wall behind, 
or dropped on the floor below. ‘Wow!’ he whispered. ‘Now you see it, now you don’t!’ 

He turned to Elliott. Her eyes were gleaming — the haunted look almost gone. ‘Does that mean yov’ ll 
come with me? Please will you?’ she begged. 

He took a breath. ‘You’re really telling me that if we walk into that square, we’ll instantly be in 
London?’ Will said. ‘Where Dad’s compass has just gone? Just like magic?’ 

“That’s right,’ she confirmed. ‘And it’s not magic.’ 

‘And you’re absolutely sure it’! be London? Not outer space or somewhere else?’ 

‘London ... absolutely. That’s where I have to go.’ 

Will took in a breath as his mind raced with the possibilities. ‘So if you’re correct, and we don’t just 
get vaporised or something, I can come along and help you, and Pll also be able to find out what’s 
happening back out there on the surface?’ He laughed with the improbability of it all. “We’ll both get out 
of this world?’ 

She nodded. 

But Will had thought of something. “We can’t go. And no way can you go either — because of the virus. 
We'd take it straight through with us. We’d kill everybody!’ 

‘I have to ...’ Elliott began. 

Will was adamant. ‘No, you can’t. Remember what Werner said — the virus is everywhere down here 
because the birds are spreading it.’ At this point his eyes fell on the bushman. Will stuck his finger in the 
air, much like his father had been apt to do when he’d had a brainwave. ‘Wait a moment — I’ve got an 
idea.’ 

“You have?’ Elliott said. 

“Yeah, Pm the man!’ Will proclaimed, puffing his chest out and strutting around in a kind of victory 
dance because he was so pleased with himself. 

This expression was completely lost on Elliott. ‘You’re the man? What man?’ 

“Yes, I am. I am the man!’ Will said, a big grin on his face. ‘What we do is send Woody over to the 
pyramid to get us all the decontamination gear we took there — you know, when Jürgen was worried that 
we’d crash in on a load of Woody’s mates and give them the lurgy.’ 


‘And we set it up in front of that,’ Elliott said, indicating the silver square as she caught on. 

“Yep, and we make sure we take every precaution under the sun before we step into your mirror. And 
you make Woody understand that he’s to stay put and not to try to follow us through.’ Will was still finding 
this all a little difficult to believe. ‘And if this square is really what you think it is, I can be home in, like, 
the click of my fingers. And I can be there to help Chester and Parry and ...’ 

‘I believe that we can really help them, if it’s not too late,’ Elliott said. ‘Because what I have to do is 
comnected to this blood in me, to my father’s blood. I know that somehow it’s connected to the Styx.’ She 
paused, before she added, ‘And the Phase.’ 

Will just nodded. 


Chapter Twelve 


i his one?’ Mrs Burrows asked, as she came to a door on the worn stone staircase. 
The First Officer frowned as he stopped beside her and considered it. ‘I seem to remember it was 
blocked up. Let’s try further up,’ he suggested. 

After another short flight on the claustrophobic stairwell, there was another landing with an identical 
iron-framed door of old worm-eaten wood. But when the First Officer turned the handle and attempted to 
open it, nothing happened. ‘Stand aside, please,’ he said self-importantly to Mrs Burrows, limbering up 
his arms and taking a moment to prepare himself. Then he stepped back and, like a charging rhino, threw 
himself at it with all his might. 

There was a splintering sound and the door did open, but only to butt up against a solid brick wall. The 
sloppily applied mortar between the joints of the bricks had the appearance of toothpaste, suggesting that 
the wall had been built from the other side. 

“Humphhh,’ the First Officer said in disappointment. ‘Please stand further back,’ he told Mrs Burrows. 

‘Stop coming over all policeman with me, will you,’ she muttered a little crossly. 

He took no notice of this, again stepping back as far as he could on the tiny landing, and then launching 
his not inconsiderable bulk at the wall. He did this for a second time. And a third. 

‘Losing your touch, dear?’ Mrs Burrows asked him with a smile on her face. 

But then, on the fourth attempt, the wall suddenly gave way. After the First Officer had clawed the 
bricks out to enlarge the opening, he discovered a layer of new plasterboard, which he broke through as if 
it was a sheet of paper. 

‘Modern bloody building materials,’ he muttered, as he and Mrs Burrows finally stepped out into a 
room. 

“Where are we? What can you see?’ Mrs Burrows asked. 

The First Officer described what was there — how it was obviously in the middle of an extensive 
refurbishment. All the surfaces had fresh plasterboard on them, and from the cables everywhere on the 
walls and dangling from the ceiling it was evidently being rewired. 

‘So someone’s doing some improvements,’ Mrs Burrows said, as she went straight to the window. It 
was still light outside, although it was raining so heavily and the sky was so overcast that everything 
appeared dull and grey. She sniffed. ‘This place is familiar,’ she said. 

‘Gladstone Street,’ the First Officer helped her. 

Mrs Burrows nodded and sniffed again. ‘Just another rainy day in Highfield.’ As she stood at the 
window, her hand touched something pinned to the new window frame. ‘What’s this?’ she asked. 

The First Officer pulled off the old dog-eared photograph that one of the builders must have come 
across and pinned there. ‘It’s a daguerreotype of a very old lady wearing thick glasses, with some cats.’ 

“They call them photographs in this century,’ Mrs Burrows said, adding quickly, ‘This old lady ... does 
she have white hair ... with wiry, odd-looking curls?’ 


The First Officer brought the photograph closer to see. ‘She does,’ he confirmed. 

Mrs Burrows nodded. ‘Ah, I know why this place is so familiar. I bet you that’s Mrs Tantrumi. She 
lived in one of the almshouses around here, and chances are it was this one, because the Styx obviously 
had a quick way to reach her if they wanted her.’ 

‘Mrs Tantrumi?’ the First Officer asked. 

“Yes, she was a Styx agent. And the old witch is the reason I was caught on Highfield Common and put 
through all that Darklighting,’ Mrs Burrows replied, her voice bitter. Then something dawned on her. 
‘And, do you know, the luminescent orb that led my husband Roger to discover the Colony was found 
under this house. This is where it all started!’ She looked fondly at the First Officer. ‘You and I would 
never have met if it hadn’t been for that.’ 

The First Officer nodded, keen to focus on the job in hand. ‘So what now? Do we go outside and 
investigate wh—’ 

‘No,’ Mrs Burrows said abruptly, her head snapping back towards the window. ‘God, no! Quickly, get 
back through that door!’ 

“Why, what is it?’ the First Officer asked, more than a little confused at what she’d evidently picked up 
with her supersense. 

“There’s nobody left alive in Highfield ... but there are things out there that ’ve never smelt before.’ 
Mrs Burrows was pushing the First Officer back towards the door. ‘And if just one of those things gets 
into the Colony, we’re all done for.’ 
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‘Do you think we’ve done this right?’ Elliott shouted from inside the decontamination tunnel. She and Will 
had spent hours at the top of the tower slotting the aluminium sections together in different configurations 
until finally the double skin of dark-green outer rubber could slide into place over it. 

‘I don’t know ... I think so — it looks as though it’s more or less there now. It would have been so much 
easier if it had come with instructions,’ Will said, as she joined him and they stood back to take in the 
long tent-like structure. ‘Okay,’ he said, going to the crates. ‘Now we fit it out with this stuff.’ 

They began to install the shower and bank of ultraviolet lights. They had a general idea of how to do 
this because they’d seen what the decontamination chamber had been like in the New Germanian hospital, 
so all they could do was to try to reproduce it in this portable version. 

‘I rigged up something just like this in a tunnel years ago,’ Will said, as he connected a lead acid 
battery similar to that from a car so it would power the small bank of ultraviolet lights. 

Elliott’s task was equally involved because she was trying to work out how to install the shower using 
the many feet of tubing and a hand pump. 

Finally they thought they were ready for a trial run. 

‘Hit the switch,’ Will shouted from inside the tent, and was bathed in the light from the ultraviolet panel 
as Elliott did as he’d asked. ‘That’s fine — turn it offl? He moved down inside the tent until he was in the 
first compartment. ‘Okay, now try the pump.’ 

She began to work the hand-operated pump, giving it her all. She was watching the blue germicidal 
fluid pulse hypnotically through the tube system when she became aware of Will’s shouts. 

‘Stop! Stop! That’s enough!’ Will’s face appeared at the mouth of the tent, his face and white hair 
dripping with the blue fluid. ‘I just knew that was going to happen,’ he spluttered, but nevertheless he 
looked very pleased. ‘Well, it all seems to work.’ He looked at Elliott. ‘So, are we going through with 
this?’ 

She nodded vigorously. 


From the very start he’d known there was no way she was about to chicken out and, despite his 
reservations, there was nothing on — or in — Earth that was going to stop him either. He couldn’t wait to 
find out if the silver square did what she claimed it would. ‘Okay, if you help yourself to one of those 
germ suits, you might as well get started on the decontamination.’ He swung towards the bushman, still 
speaking to Elliott. ‘And do you think you can get Woody to help? If not, there’ll be no one outside the tent 
to process me when I go through.’ 

‘Don’t worry about him — just sort out what kit we’re taking with us,’ she answered, already heading to 
where they’d laid out two of the white plastic suits identical to those that Jiirgen and Karl had been 
wearing the first time they’d bumped into them in the city. 

While Will checked through all the equipment in their Bergens, Elliott issued instructions in the Styx 
language to Woody who was outside the tent. She was in the shower section of the tunnel being 
completely drenched by the germicide, which was sprinkling down from the overhead syphon. Some of 
the fluid trickled into her eye, stinging it so badly that she had to step from under the shower and wash it 
with water from a canteen before she could go on. ‘I hope we’ re doing this properly!’ she shouted grimly 
to Will. 

‘Oh, I truly hope so, too,’ Will shouted back. Shaking his head, he let out a humourless laugh. ‘Or we’ ll 
be responsible for killing all several billion people up on the surface.’ His head reeled at the thought. Just 
saying those words brought home the implications — even the smallest of mistakes that allowed one single, 
tiny virus to be carried to the outer world would be more disastrous than words could express. 

Elliott was similarly affected. Still blinking her eye, she didn’t move for a moment. ‘Then ... do you 
think I should go through the shower again?’ 

Will glanced at the plastic tanks beside Woody. ‘Might be a very good idea. We’ve buckets of the blue 
gunk.’ 

Once Elliott had showered for a second time, Will slid their Bergens and their equipment into the 
entrance, and Elliott soaked it all in the germicide. 

Dragging all the kit with her, Elliott then moved further down the tent where she stood under the bank of 
ultraviolet light that Woody had turned on. Having donned her plastic suit — which was a task in itself 
because the germicide covering it made it slippery — she finally put on the cylindrical helmet. Making sure 
it was seated properly in the seal around her neck, she clicked the two catches shut, and then turned on the 
valve to the small canister of air. She slung this over her back where it hung from a strap. Then she called 
out to Will that she was ready. 

‘My turn,’ he said to Woody, uncomfortable because the bushman made no effort to avert his eyes as he 
stripped off all his clothes. ‘Elliott, I’m coming in. No peeking!’ he shouted, and entered with his germ 
suit under his arm. He too went through the shower twice and, finally stood under the lights while Elliott 
faced in the opposite direction, arms crossed and humming impatiently. 

When he was dressed, he joined her at the far end of the tunnel, and they stood side by side, ready to 
step into the shimmering mirror that lay directly outside the tent. 

‘It’s still there?’ Will asked nervously. 

Elliott unzipped a few inches of the door flaps to check. ‘Yes,’ she replied. 

‘And you’re sure about this?’ He picked up his Bergen and hooked his Sten over his shoulder, then 
looked rather undecided. “Tell me one last time — this is really going to zap us through to the surface? Like 
something out of Star Trek? How do you know we won’t just burn up or something?’ 

She frowned at the mention of Star Trek, but answered simply, ‘It’s going to work.’ 

“Yeah, yeah, you can’t tell me how, you just know it,’ Will grumbled. 

Without a further word, Elliott unzipped the door flaps, and they faced the glimmering portal together, 
their equipment and suits dripping with germicide. 


‘Let’s do it,’ Will said quietly. He took her hand and squeezed it as they both left the tunnel, walking 
towards the portal. ‘Feels cold,’ he said. 

They hadn’t even entered the square when a force took hold of them, wrenching them with such power 
they couldn’t have resisted even if they’d wanted to. 

For less than a beat, all they heard was the rush of air. Despite the suits they felt it on their skin, like a 
sudden blast of wind. 

And they knew they were no longer in the inner world. 


PART THREE 


Bishops Wood 





Chapter Thirteen 


hey fell several feet onto something hard. The jolt made them drop their Bergens and their weapons. 
It was pitch black and bitterly cold. 

Will immediately reached out for Elliott and found her on the ground beside him. 

“You okay?’ he asked. 

‘Yes,’ Elliott replied, then pointed to her helmet. ‘Is it safe to take this off now?’ 

‘S’pose so. We’re going to have to, sooner or later, because the air will run out. And if we’ve got the 
decontamination wrong, then ...’ he trailed off. He released the seal around his neck and removed the 
plastic helmet from his head. Elliott followed his example, and they both took their first breaths, drawing 
the freezing night air down into their lungs. 

‘Brrrr,’ Elliott exhaled, her teeth already beginning to chatter. 

Tt hit them both right then just how unprepared they were for conditions like this after the tropical 
climate of the inner world. And it was exacerbated because not only were their thin plastic suits little 
protection against the cold, but they were both still damp from the decontamination process. 

“We didn’t bring any proper clothes with us,’ Elliott realised. 

“We didn’t think this through,’ Will agreed. 

Their voices sounded small and there was no echo. Wherever they’d arrived, they were definitely out 
in the open. 

‘At least we’re still alive! We made it!’ Will declared, as it sank in that they had survived the journey 
through the shimmering portal. 

Elliott was more subdued, as if she’d expected nothing less. ‘Yes, great, but where exactly are we?’ 
Rising to her feet, she used her rifle scope to look around. ‘Trees? All I can see are trees,’ she said. ‘And 
I feel really sick,’ she added with a moan, sitting back down on the ground again as she clutched her 
stomach. 

Will had opened up his Bergen and was rummaging through it, but stopped what he was doing as the 
nausea also gripped him. ‘Me too. I suddenly feel really awful,’ he said. He lowered his head, then 
brought it up again quickly, at the same time burping at great volume. ‘Ah, that did the trick.’ He turned to 
Elliott in the darkness. ‘You try it.’ 

“What? Burp?’ 

“Yes, go on. Must be a build-up of air, because of the change in pressure or something.’ 

“Well ... okay.’ There was a pause as she inhaled and held her breath, then she let it out in the most 
almighty belch — far louder than Will’s — which reverberated around the trees. ‘That is better,’ she said. 

“Very ladylike,’ Will chuckled, diving back into his Bergen to look for Drake’s light-intensifying lens. It 
had been redundant in the inner world with its constant daylight, but he’d still carried it with him 
everywhere he went through force of habit. 


‘Haven’t used this for a while. Hope it still works,’ he said, fitting the strap around his head and then 
hinging the lens down over his eye. As he flicked the switch on the small box that dangled by a cord from 
the unit, all he could see was the usual orange snowstorm before the view settled down. ‘Yes, trees — I’ve 
got them,’ he said, as he glanced around. ‘And is that a stream over there?’ he asked, indicating where the 
nettles and undergrowth parted and something glistened in the small amount of moonlight penetrating the 
thick cloud cover. 

But Elliott was busy peering through her scope in the opposite direction, surveying the short slope 
beside them as she tried to make out what lay at the top. ‘I wonder where we are?’ she asked. 

‘It certainly doesn’t look like London. We must be in the country somewhere,’ Will said. ‘And before 
we freeze to death, we need to get out of this,’ he added, stamping his feet on the ground in an effort to 
keep himself warm. 

It was then that Elliott spotted the frosted tarmac of a path running up the incline. ‘What about up 
there?’ she suggested to Will. 

Gathering their equipment together, they began up the path, but Will suddenly stopped. ‘Just a moment.’ 
He returned to where they’d been, and had only been peering around the ground for a second or two 
before he stooped to pick something up. ‘I really hoped this would be here,’ he said, holding up his 
father’s compass. 

But then he also noticed something else about the spot they’d come through. ‘Hey, will you look at that! 
We made a fairy ring,’ he laughed. Around him was a perfect circle, nearly six feet in diameter. Not only 
had the long grass been cut through by whatever force had transported him and Elliott there — the area 
right in the centre of the circle had also been scooped out to such an extent that the frozen soil was visible. 
‘Do you think that’s how all fairy rings are made?’ he suggested less than seriously. 

But Elliott was already at the top of the incline where she was crouching behind a low metal railing. 
She touched the top of her head in an on me hand signal, which immediately warned him to be on his 
guard. She’d found something. And as Will scrambled up the slope towards her, his Sten gun at the ready, 
she patted the air in another signal, indicating he could keep down. 

They were by the side of a wide road that swept around a corner to their right. It followed a slight 
gradient down to their left, and on the other side of this section of road there were buildings. 

‘So we’re not in the countryside,’ Will whispered, as they both took in what lay before them. ‘We have 
been brought to London after all,’ he added. 

“Yes, Pd worked that out for myself,’ she whispered back. 

‘But those are some houses,’ Will said. He knew from their size that he and Elliott had to be in one of 
the wealthier areas of the city. 

Elliott craned her neck to the left to see what was further down the road. ‘No lights anywhere,’ she 
whispered. She hadn’t much experience of Topsoil cities, and added, ‘That’s not usual, is it?’ 

Will didn’t respond immediately, listening to the distant barking of a fox. ‘No, something’s definitely 
wrong.’ Almost directly across from them was a side road lined with more large houses. ‘Let’s take a 
look over there,’ he suggested, then peered up at the sky. ‘I’ve no idea how late or early it is, but we don’t 
want to be stuck out in the open when it gets light.’ 

‘Yep,’ Elliott said. ‘So cover me.’ She ran in a half crouch across to the corner of the road opposite, 
then kept watch as Will did the same. They tucked themselves in against a wall, glancing at the vehicles 
abandoned along the road, around which rubbish and even some articles of clothing were strewn. 

Will’s gaze fell on a sign. ‘Bishopswood Road?’ he whispered, trying to think if he’d heard of it 
before. 

‘Mean anything to you?’ Elliott asked. 


Will shook his head. ‘No, but from the postcode, this is north London, but not as far north as Highfield.’ 

‘Been a fire in that one,’ Elliott said, pointing to the house opposite where heavy smoke shadows 
stained the white Georgian frontage. 

“What about the next house along — spot anything there?’ Will asked, squinting as he tried to see it 
through his lens. 

‘If we want somewhere safe to stay, how about the place right behind us?’ Elliott suggested. ‘Nice high 
wall around it.’ 

Will took a moment to consider the house, noting the gates that seemed to be firmly shut. ‘Sure. Let’s 
give it a closer look.’ 

Once over the wall they crossed the paved drive, checking each window for signs of life. Will tried the 
front door, but it was locked, so they crept around to the back, on the way passing a large conservatory. 

They came to a back door with glass panels in the upper half, and positioned themselves flat against the 
wall on either side. Will tried the handle, but again it was firmly locked. 

‘So ... do we break the glass to get in?’ he posed. ‘What about the noise?’ 

Elliott didn’t answer right away, and they both listened to the fox continuing to bark in the distance, and 
the bitterly cold wind as it raked the bare branches of the trees in the garden. 

‘I’m bloody freezing,’ Will grumbled. ‘Typical, isn’t it? I’ve been moaning about the sun and the heat 
for weeks, and now I get this.’ He glanced up at the sky. ‘Complete darkness and brass-monkey weather.’ 

‘Come on — smash it,’ Elliott making up her mind. ‘We can’t stay out here.’ 

‘Breaking and entering — here I go again,’ Will muttered. He swung the metal stock of his Sten at one of 
the panes of glass, grimacing as the pieces landed on the floor inside with a clatter. Reaching through the 
hole he released the catch on the interior of the door. ‘That’s it. We’re in.’ 

The hallway was panelled with dark wood, and hung with several chandeliers. Will and Elliott split up 
and worked their way methodically through the ground floor, then met up at the bottom of the stairs before 
doing the same with the bedrooms on the next floor. Will shook his head. ‘Talk about homes of the rich 
and famous. I’ve only seen places like this before on Mum’s TV programmes,’ he remarked. 

They chose the largest of the bedrooms and began to search it for warm clothes. Will opened a door in 
the corner, only to find that there was a walk-in wardrobe with beautifully made cedarwood shelves 
stacked high with men’s clothes. He called Elliott over and they helped themselves to whatever came to 
hand, donning jumpers and then another layer on top in an effort to keep warm. 

For the remainder of the night they took turns keeping guard at the doorway, while the other slept. 

Will had been right to get them under cover, as it wasn’t long before dawn broke. Turning his lens off, 
he gently shook Elliott awake. She had sunk into the sumptuous king-size bed, pulling the duvet right over 
her head. They both tiptoed downstairs, the light from outside allowing them to take in how extravagant 
the interior was. 

‘This is nothing like your house,’ Elliott observed, standing on the polished marble tiles in the hallway 
as Will went into the large conservatory, which had a grand piano in it, surrounded by some rather thirsty- 
looking palm trees in large earthenware pots. 

“You’re saying,’ he laughed. ‘Which way’s the kitchen?’ 

They found it — an incredibly expensive-looking room with white tiles everywhere and similarly white 
fittings. And in the first cupboard they checked they came across packets of chocolate digestive biscuits. 

Will wasted no time in tearing open one of these, passing Elliott a handful of biscuits. ‘A little soggy, 
but wow, taste that chocolate!’ Will mumbled through a mouthful. He stood in front of the twin sinks 
beneath the window, staring out at the garden, and continued to munch his way through the whole packet. 
He didn’t take much notice as Elliott went off to explore the house. 


Hearing a sound behind him, he spun round. 

A man, in his fifties with a grey beard and untidy hair, stood there with a handgun aimed straight at 
Will’s head. ‘What are you doing in my house?’ he demanded in a growl. 

With crumbs dropping from his mouth, Will tried to answer. 

‘I see you’ve broken one of my windows. What are you? A bloody looter?’ the man said, his voice low 
with anger. ‘Some low-life up from the Archway come here to clear me out?’ 

Will managed to swallow his mouthful. ‘No, not a looter,’ he replied. 

‘If you don’t get off my property, so help me ... Pll put a bullet in you,’ the man threatened, taking a 
step back from Will as if giving him the option to leave without a fuss. 

Will sighed. ‘Why am I always the one who gets the gun pointed at him?’ he asked wearily. 

“What?’ the man asked in a rush of breath, amazed that Will was taking the situation so coolly. 

And Will was taking it coolly. After what he’d been through over the past couple of years, it took more 
than this to rattle him. Particularly because he’d noticed something. ‘So you’re going to shoot me with that 
poxy air pistol, are you? Then what?’ Will asked. ‘Because it’s not going to do much damage to me, and 
by the time you’ve cocked it and put a new pellet in, Pll have cut you in half with my Sten.’ He turned 
slightly to allow the man a glimpse of the submachine gun slung over his shoulder. 

‘That’s a Sten?’ the man said, looking markedly less confident. 

There was a click as Elliott did her party piece, slipping off the safety on her rifle with the barrel 
prodding the man in the nape of the neck. ‘Need any help there, Will?’ she asked. 

‘No, we’re fine,’ Will said. ‘Me and beardy man are just talking, aren’t we?’ 

The man slowly lowered his air pistol, but regarded Will and then Elliott with some indignation. ‘If 
you’re going to nick my clothes, do you think you could take something other than my best suits? Those are 
both bespoke Savile Row, and damned expensive.’ 

Will hadn’t paid much attention to what they’d found in the wardrobe, but now examined the grey suit 
jacket he was wearing, and the double-breasted blue suit that Elliott had picked out, with the sleeves and 
trouser legs rolled up so that it was a better fit. They were both very fine suits. 

‘Sorry,’ Will said. ‘We didn’t come here to steal from you, but we were just both bloody freezing. It 
was early in the morning when we arrived, and we needed clothes and somewhere warm.’ 

“Why? Where did you arrive from?’ the man enquired. ‘Because I haven’t heard a single vehicle come 
this way for weeks now.’ 

Will nodded. ‘It’s a long story.’ 

The man glanced past Will to look out through the windows into the garden. ‘Well, if you’re not 
intending to go back out there while it’s light — which would be a very fast way to get yourselves killed — 
I suggest you both follow me.’ 

The man didn’t wait for a response as he walked straight past Elliott and left the kitchen, heading for a 
room towards the front of the house. Here he went over to a heavy tapestry on the wall behind a large 
dining table and lifted one corner to reveal the door hidden there. ‘Welcome to my lair,’ he said. 

Once Will and Elliott were down the steps, the man swung the thick metal door shut behind them, 
bolting it at the top and bottom. Switching on his torch, he then escorted them along a corridor, pointing at 
the various doors that led from it. ‘Cinema, wine cellar, and this is the bathroom. There’s been no 
electricity or gas for a month now, but the water seems to still be on.’ 

He stopped beside a substantial door and slapped it with the palm of his hand. ‘And this is the panic 
room.’ 

‘What’s that?’ Elliott asked quickly. 

‘It’s a safe room where you can lock yourself away in an emergency. I had it installed for my family 


after there was an armed robbery at a neighbour’s.’ The man was silent for a moment, as a shadow passed 
over his face. ‘I’m telling you about it because along with a telephone line direct to the police station, it 
had full access to the house CCTV system. And before the power went off for the last time, I was able to 
watch what was happening in the street ...’ 

‘So what did you see?’ Will asked. 

The man shook his head. ‘There were things — I can’t really describe them — moving in the road, but it 
wasn’t so much what I saw, but what I heard that night. The screaming and the cries for help.” He looked 
down at his feet. ‘It was terrible.’ 

Then the man seemed to pull himself together as he continued along the corridor. ‘Anyway, these are a 
couple of storage rooms where I’ve stashed all the food, and this is where I’ve been living,’ he said, 
playing his torch on the double doors before swinging them open. ‘The games room.’ 

‘Cool,’ Will whispered as they entered. Lit by a paraffin lamp hissing away on a table in the centre, the 
room was almost the size of a basketball court. 

“This was an indulgence for my kids,’ the man said. 

At one end of the room stood a table tennis table and a large television with some video consoles. The 
other half of the room was less cluttered, with a bed pushed into the corner and several crates of clothes 
and books. ‘Amazing. So has this always been here?’ Will asked. 

The man shook his head. ‘I had the basement dug out when my family were still living here. He 
indicated the vents above their heads. ‘Although there’s been no electricity for the fans, fresh air still 
comes in through those.’ He indicated the ceiling with both hands. ‘You see, where we’re standing right 
now, we’re directly beneath the garden.” Then he looked around the room. ‘When I heard all the 
screaming in the road, I’m ashamed to admit I ran straight down here. And I’ve been hiding here ever 
since.’ 

‘I don’t blame you,’ Will said. 

The man glanced in the direction of a radio beside the unmade bed. ‘I thought ?'d wait for some news 
before I ventured outside, but all I can get are European stations, and they don’t seem to have any idea 
about what’s going on here in the UK.’ He removed the clothes from a couple of chairs for Will and 
Elliott, then perched on the edge of the bed as he continued to talk. 

The man’s name was David, and it was obvious that he was grateful for some company. He said he 
lived alone at the house as his wife had left him, taking the children with her. ‘They went six months ago, 
and I suppose I haven’t been out of the house much since. But when I—’ 

‘What’s this?’ Will interrupted him. He’d begun to wander around the room and had spotted an ancient- 
looking map ina frame on the wall. ‘Bishops Wood,’ he said, squinting at the name written across an area 
of woodland. Because the legend was Bifhops with an f instead of the first s, Will knew from what Dr 
Burrows had told him that it had to be several centuries old. ‘That’s interesting. We’re in Bishopswood 
Road, aren’t we?’ 

“Yes, the name originated from an ancient wood. When the builders were using their JCB to dig out this 
basement, they uncovered some very old and very rotten pieces of timber, and the planners had to check 
that we weren’t destroying anything of archaeological importance.’ David turned to point at the wall 
directly behind him. ‘You see, in that direction, just across the main road, is the park where they believe 
the original Bishops Wood was situated.’ 

‘That’s where we were last night,’ Will said to Elliott. ‘So there was an ancient wood there?’ Will 
asked David. 

He nodded. ‘The person from National Heritage said it was some sort of Druidic site dating way back.’ 
David pulled a face. ‘And an intersection between two ley lines to boot, if you believe in all that.’ 

‘I think maybe I’m beginning to,’ Will said, eliciting a look from Elliott. 


David rubbed his hands together. ‘Well, I don’t know about you but I’m starting to seize up from the 
cold. I usually wrap myself in a couple of duvets at night to keep warm, but frequent cups of something hot 
also take the edge off. Can I interest anyone?’ 

When David went off to make them both tea in one of the other rooms, Elliott turned to Will. ‘What’s 
all that about ley lines? What are they?’ 

‘My dad thought the theories about them were a load of codswallop. They’re supposed to be where the 
Earth’s energy is channelled or something,’ Will replied. ‘He had this book that said rituals often took 
place on them, and also some old monuments like Stonehenge had been built where they ran.’ 

Elliott shook her head. ‘I don’t understand. So what are they exactly?’ 

Will took a breath. ‘It all sounds pretty flaky, but the book said they marked where Neolithic people 
thought natural energy flows through the Earth. Magical energy, if you want to call it that.” He smiled. ‘If 
we came through on the intersection that David mentioned, maybe they were right. Maybe these ley lines 
are a source of power, from your tower in the centre of the world?’ 

David returned balancing three mugs of steaming tea on a tray, and they began to drink them 
appreciatively. ‘So tell me — I’m dying to know how you came to be here?’ he asked. 

Will quickly told him about the Styx, and the Colony, leaving out anything about the inner world and 
New Germania because it would have been too much for the man to take on board. 

‘So you climbed out on the surface a stone’s throw away,’ David said. ‘Given what’s been happening 
around here, I suppose I’m prepared to believe anything. But where are you heading for next?’ 

Will deferred to Elliott with a wave of his hand. ‘Ask her — she’s the one with the plan,’ he said. 


Chapter Fourteen 


he light was fading rapidly as they stepped out into the garden. Will and Elliott were wearing more of 
David’s clothes — corduroy trousers and thick trench coats over jumpers — this time taken with his 
blessing. 

They had waited for nightfall, then said goodbye to him and left the basement through the door in the 
dining room. The smell of burning laced the crisp air as they stole across the back of the house. Will 
peered at the lawn underfoot as they went, thinking how strange it was that David was just below, hiding 
away in his modern-day version of a cave in the hope that everything would somehow return to normal 
again. Will wondered how many others were doing the same all over the country. 

‘Just a second,’ Will said, rummaging right down into the bottom of one of the side pockets in his 
Bergen. He smiled as he found what he’d been looking for and, as though he was about to perform a magic 
trick, produced a small black box with great flourish. 

‘Is that what I th—?’ Elliott asked, peering at the box, which was the size of a pack of cards with a 
wire antenna trailing from it. 

‘Sure is,’ he interrupted her. ‘I completely forgot I still had any beacons left until I was getting Drake’s 
lens out.’ Will held up the electronic device. “This was a spare in case we needed more of them to mark 
the route to the inner world.’ He found the tiny micro switch next to the antenna and moved it over. 
‘There,’ he said. ‘I’ve activated it.’ 

Elliott frowned at the beacon. ‘Is that such a good idea?’ 

Will shrugged. ‘Short of slogging all the way up to Parry’s estate in Scotland — which might be a total 
waste of time because he’s probably never gone back there — we’ve got no means of letting him or Eddie 
know we’re Topsoil again, have we?’ Will lobbed the transmitter a short distance up in the air and caught 
it again. ‘But you never know — they might pick up the signal put out by this. And if they do, it’ll lead them 
straight to us.’ 

Elliott was nodding. ‘I suppose there’s nothing to lose — unless the Styx are able to trace the signal too.’ 

‘I think we should take that risk,’ Will said, not believing for a moment that there was one. 


ee 


An insistent pinging alarm had sounded across the floor. Like a shot Danforth was over at the screen 
where the indicator was flashing. Silencing the alarm, he’d just pushed the person manning the station to 
the side so he could see the screen properly when the Old Styx came striding into the room. 

“What was that?’ he demanded. 

‘A VLF ... a very low frequency signal,’ Danforth replied with a degree of surprise, as he watched the 
long waveform meander across the bottom of the grid on the display. ‘But according to the sensors it 
doesn’t have any sub-coding.’ 


‘Meaning?’ the Old Styx said. 

‘It doesn’t carry any information. It’s merely a marker of some kind.’ He indicated the next screen along 
on the desk. ‘And it’s just come on in London.’ 

‘Any guesses who it might be?’ the Old Styx said. ‘Is it military in origin?’ 

‘I wouldn’t necessarily jump to that conclusion. It’s not a frequency they use — it’s so low it’s scraping 
along at the very bottom of the spectrum.’ 

The truth was that Danforth knew full well what it was likely to be, because he’d developed the VLF 
technology that had been used on the various missions to the inner world, particularly the last one to seal 
it off. And Danforth couldn’t reveal to the Old Styx why he was so interested by this new development; it 
meant that someone had made it back from this last mission. It was the very first indication that there were 
any survivors. 





If Danforth had anticipated one of the beacons popping up on the surface like that, he would have 
limited the range of the detectors, or programmed in a black spot to hide it. He just wished that he hadn’t 
been so thorough when he’d super-charged the detection system for the Styx at this installation, but he’d 
wanted to prove his worth to them. ‘Are we going to do anything about it?’ he asked the Old Styx. 

“We know where it is — we can despatch some Armagi to the location to have a look, but it’s not a 
priority right now,’ the Old Styx said, clasping his long, pale fingers together in front of his chest. 
‘Because I have some pleasing news for you.’ 

Danforth waited for him to continue. 

“We’ve decided to proceed with the offensive on GCHQ. We’re going in later today. And I know you 
would like to come along too.’ 

‘That’s wonderful. Thank you,’ Danforth nodded, although it was one of the last places on Earth he 
wanted to be. 


a 


Drake was leaning over the fence at the side of the field, propping himself up with his good arm as he was 
violently sick. 

Jiggs regarded him with concern; the nausea was clearly intensifying, just as he’d expected it to. 

‘Our heavy friend back in the Norfolk village was right about providing us with old-fashioned 
transport,’ Drake croaked without looking up. “Talk about being thrown back into the Middle Ages.’ 

“They do the job,’ Jiggs replied. 

Drake groaned. ‘Sure, but being jogged up and down on that bloody animal isn’t helping me one little 
bit.’ 

‘Don’t you listen. He doesn’t mean it, old chap,’ Jiggs whispered to Drake’s horse as he stroked its 
neck. Jiggs was holding its reins and those of his own mount as he waited for Drake to recover. ‘He thinks 
you’re really a wonderful horse. He’s just not himself at the moment,’ he added conspiratorially to the 
horse. 

‘If you’re talking about me behind my back to that refugee from a glue factory, P11 n—’ Drake said, but 
stopped as the cramp in his stomach made him want to double up. 

Jiggs shook his head sadly, wishing that he was able to do more for his friend. They’d been giving main 
roads and any built-up areas a wide berth, which wasn’t ideal because a hefty dose of anti-emetics from a 
chemist’s or a hospital would have improved Drake’s condition. 

Although Jiggs didn’t really need to consult it because of his exceptional sense of direction, he slid the 
map from his pocket and re-checked the cross-country route they were intending to take to Parry’s estate 
in Scotland. In normal circumstances they would have naturally gravitated towards London, as it would 
have been a good place to try to pick up on Parry’s whereabouts. But if things were as bad down south as 
the portly man and the villagers had made out, it wasn’t somewhere that Jiggs wanted to tangle with, not 
with Drake in his condition. So they’d decided that Parry’s estate was the next best place to head for; 
even if Parry wasn’t there, there was likely to be a satphone or two hidden away in the house. 

Jiggs was just putting the map away when he heard a faint clicking from close by. ‘Hello, what’s that?’ 
he asked, frowning. He listened intently, and when it came again a few seconds later he realised that it 
must be coming from the Bergen roped to the back of his horse. 

As Drake shuffled back he found Jiggs between the horses, his Bergen at his feet, staring at a tracker. 

‘This just woke up,’ Jiggs said, holding it up so Drake could see the needle, which was showing tiny 
fluctuations at the lower end of the scale and giving off the occasional rash of clicks, like a drowsy 
cricket. 

‘What’s the direction of the signal?’ Drake asked weakly. ‘It’s probably an echo from one of the 
subterranean beacons.’ 

‘That’s the surprising thing. I don’t think it is,’ Jiggs replied as, holding the tracker in front of him, he 
turned ninety degrees to the direction they’d just come. ‘In fact, it’s originating from the south.’ 

“The south? Drake repeated. 

Jiggs moved the tracker in small increments until the signal was at its strongest and making a regular 
ticking sound, with the needle holding remarkably steady. ‘No question about the direction. And from the 
bearing, Pd put my money on London as the source.’ 

“Well, what do you know?’ Drake said, visibly perking up. ‘But the only reason anyone would activate 
a beacon here on the surface is if they wanted to attract attention ... ours, because who else is likely to 
have the technology to spot a VLF signal, or even be on the lookout for transmissions at that end of the 
scale?’ 

‘And none of the beacons were left on the surface, were they? They were all taken down to the inner 
world. So how did this one find its way back?’ Jiggs said, anticipating the second point Drake was about 


to make. 

‘Eddie and I were able to locate and rescue Chester from Martha because of his beacon, but it’s not 
him this time. So it has to be someone from our team,’ Drake concluded. ‘Someone’s made it home again, 
even after the nukes went off.’ 

‘Will?’ Jiggs suggested. 

Drake shrugged. ‘Or Elliott or Sweeney — or, if our mission went completely pear-shaped, it could 
even be the Styx?’ he said, heaving himself up onto his horse. ‘There’s only one way to find out. We’re 
going to London.’ 

‘Do you really feel up to it?’ Jiggs asked. ‘It would be wiser to stick to the original plan and head for 
your father’s house.’ 

‘Not on your nelly,’ Drake replied. He reached forward to stroke the mane of his horse. ‘I just wish this 
thing came with better suspension.’ 


ja D, 


‘So tell me,’ Will whispered, ‘we’ve now jumped a total of four fences and gone through three back 
gardens, but where are we heading? Do you actually know?’ 

Since they’d left David’s house, Elliott had been leading them uphill through his neighbours’ gardens to 
avoid using the road. Without any hesitation, she now raised her arm and pointed. ‘Yes, that way.’ 

‘Any particular reason you want to go that way? Because we’re not too safe out here, you know.’ 

Elliott began to answer, but he gently placed a finger on her lips. ‘Don’t worry — you don’t need to 
answer me. Remember I’m only a lowly human, here to do your bidding.’ 

‘Oh, do shut up, Will,’ she said, as she ducked away from his hand, but she was smiling. 

She led the way, and he followed without question as they clambered over the next fence, landing 
silently on the other side. 

This house was massive, even compared to David’s, but Will noticed something as he studied it through 
his lens. ‘Old people’s’ home,’ he remarked, as he saw a single Zimmer frame on the terrace. It was in 
front of the conservatory that ran across the rear of the property, and in which many armchairs were facing 
the garden. 

“We had quite a few of these in Highfield for the oldies, but why’s that frame been left out there?’ Will 
wondered And as he examined the back of the building in more detail, he could see that there were 
several more of these walking frames on the terrace and the lawn, but they had been knocked over. And 
some of the large panes of glass in the conservatory had been shattered. 

‘I wonder where they went? The old people?’ he muttered to himself, because Elliott was up ahead and 
out of earshot as they kept moving, repeating the process of climbing over the fences and crossing through 
garden after garden. 

They’d just landed in yet another when Will stopped all of a sudden. ‘Wow!’ he exhaled, adjusting the 
lens over his eye as the moon broke through the clouds to wash the scene with an ethereal light. ‘W—o-w,’ 
he said again, at the topiary animals dotted around the garden; a cockerel and an eagle faced each other, 
but it was impossible to see what the other creatures were supposed to be because the bushes hadn’t been 
trimmed for a while. As Will and Elliott walked between them, they were conscious of the dark windows 
of the house; it felt like they were being watched. 

Will began to take an interest in the house. ‘The garden’s pretty cool, but get a load of that,’ he exhaled. 
The roof rose to an acute point, with ornate eaves carved in a dark wood. And the windows were all very 
narrow and stylised. 

‘It’s just a house,’ Elliott replied. 


“Yeah, but it’s like something from a story. Dad would have given anything to live somewhere like this,’ 
Will said. ‘A fine example of Gothic architecture,’ he added, sounding a lot like Dr Burrows. 

As with all the other houses, it appeared to be unoccupied, but it was impossible to tell for certain. 
Elliott turned towards the building and looked at it carefully before striding towards it. Will hurried to 
catch up, taking hold of her arm. 

‘Um, I don’t mean that we should go inside,’ he said, ‘if that’s what you’re thinking.’ 

Elliott indicated the house with a sweep of her hand. ‘Why not? We heard what David said, but don’t 
you think we should find out what’s been happening for ourselves? After all we’ve got a long way to go 
yet, and we need to know what we’re likely to come up against.’ 

‘Have we? Do we?’ Will tried to say as Elliott suddenly put on a turn of speed towards the house. With 
a grunt of exasperation, he sprinted after her. 

They found the front door wide open. For a moment Elliott seemed to hesitate as she stared up at the 
first floor, and Will thought she’d had a change of heart. But then she clicked the safety off her rifle and 
made her way inside. 

They entered together, their weapons at the ready. There was no entrance hall as such, but a large room 
that seemed to extend across most of the ground floor. Will saw a magnificent grand piano with many 
shelves of books behind it, then his gaze came to rest on the far wall. 

‘Looky here,’ he said. Glass-fronted cabinets stretched the length of the wall. For the moment, Will 
forgot where he was, unable to resist a closer examination of the archaeological artefacts they housed. 
Fragments of glazed pots, tools and jewellery were all on display. ‘Roman,’ he said, peering at the first 
cabinet, before heading to the second. ‘Greek, I think ... yeah ... and these vases might be Etruscan. 
Amazing,’ he muttered over and over. 

“Yes, amazing,’ Elliott said, although with little enthusiasm. It was clear that someone passionate about 
history had lived here, but this was hardly the time to dwell on it. 

Particularly so because while Will walked from cabinet to cabinet, eagerly taking in the different items, 
Elliott had found something disquieting. She hadn’t noticed before but several articles of furniture had 
been knocked over further inside the room, and her finely honed sense of danger went into overdrive 
when she spotted a dark trail on the polished wooden flooring. Examining it more closely she found that 
the trail was streaks of dirt and possibly blood, which traced a route from the front door to the staircase. 

‘I’m going up to check upstairs,’ she informed Will, pointing to the floor above. 

‘Be with you in a minute,’ he said. 

She climbed the stairs, on the way up finding a discarded shoe and a set of false teeth. At the top of the 
Stairs there was a wide landing that led to an equally wide corridor. Moonlight flooded in through large 
picture windows at each end, allowing her to see where the dark trail went. 

She stuck her head into each room as she moved down the corridor, finding they were empty and the 
beds all made. But then, halfway along the corridor, the dark trail continued up a small flight of carved 
wooden Stairs to the next floor, which she assumed to be the attic. Pointing her rifle ahead of her, she 
began up the stairs. 

However, as she reached the top, her foot caught against something and she toppled forwards. As she 
tried to stop herself falling, her finger twitched against the trigger, and her rifle fired. 

The shot resounded deafeningly around the large room. 

‘Shit!’ she exclaimed, quickly picking herself up. 

It was cold. The skylights in the steeply slanted roof either side of her were mainly broken, so the attic 
was exposed to the elements. 

Which explained why she hadn’t smelt the many dead bodies in various states of mutilation. 


She’d been brought down by one of the cadavers stretched out at the top of the stairs, but they were 
everywhere. 

Some were half eaten, and some very much full of life as Styx grubs burrowed away inside them. 

‘Sh—’ she said again, swallowing the word as she realised what she’d blundered into. 

This was obviously where the Armagi had brought the occupants of the houses for breeding. Some of 
these poor unfortunates had been impregnated, while others were there for food. And many of the victims 
had been elderly — she could see that from the wispy grey hair and aged features. That explained why the 
old people’s home had been empty. 

A terrible wailing sound came from just feet away. She wheeled towards the area of roof closest to her. 

One of the younger Armagi — a lizard-type creature some four feet from nose to tail — was clinging to it. 
Its head swivelled towards her. 

The head of a human child. 

Its nostrils flared as its forked tongue flicked towards her. 

It wailed again, then another lizard took up the cry, then another. The sound of her rifle had frightened 
them. She could see it in their shining eyes. 

They were everywhere, probably as many as twenty of them, but there was no way she was about to 
stop and count. And they were all clinging to the roof timbers, watching her through their slit pupils, their 
mouths wet with blood. 

In addition to the lizards, she glimpsed large objects tucked into the corners of the roof space They 
resembled the cocoons of moths or butterflies, but on a giant scale. 

She heard Will calling her name, but she held absolutely still. 

The lizard nearest to her was sniffing her, but it had stopped wailing. However, some of the others 
continued in a random pattern, much like chickens when they’ve been disturbed. And these young Armagi 
were still very clearly alarmed by her appearance. 

The closest lizard sniffed her once more. Elliott braced herself, wondering if it was about to use its 
rows of needle teeth on her. 

Then the most remarkable thing happened. It appeared to simply lose interest, scurrying up to the apex 
of the roof with a tac-tac noise as its clawed feet dug into the surface. 

Elliott remained stock still, not even allowing herself to breathe. 

Will’s panicked voice came again from the floor below. Elliott heard a door slam — this seemed to 
agitate the lizards all over again, making them scuttle in every direction. Then another door slammed on 
the floor below. Will was looking for her. Of course he was — he’d heard the rifle shot. 

And at any moment he’d come up the stairs and into the attic. 

Elliott had to do something. 

She took a step backwards, then another, lifting her foot over the gored cadaver. Then she was on the 
wooden staircase. She spun around and threw herself down it, only to cannon straight into Will at the 
bottom. 

‘For God’s sake!’ he cried. ‘Where have you ... what happened?’ 

‘Just shut up,’ she said, pushing him backwards. She kept going until he was up against the corridor 
wall, where his shoulder knocked a painting to the ground. 

As it hit the wooden floor with a crash, Elliott pressed herself hard up against him, so that he was 
sandwiched between her body and the wall. 

‘This isn’t really the time or the pl—’ he said, with a nervous chuckle. 

‘Idiot,’ she snapped, hearing the commotion from the floor above. She was petrified that they might 
swarm down the wooden stairs. But more than this, she knew — with almost complete certainty — that the 


calls of the frightened lizards were summoning the adult Armagi. She knew this because the wails of the 
lizards had been piercing to her, something she found impossible to ignore, as if those young creatures had 
been her own children, her own babies, crying out for help. 

‘I think I can save you,’ she said to Will. She was crying now, her breaths short. 

“You can what?’ he demanded. 

“The Armagi are coming. They’ ll get you,’ she shot back. 

‘Me? Well, let’s get out of here,’ he shouted. 

‘You won’t be able to run from them,’ she gasped. 

“What about you? Why not you, too?’ he asked. 

‘I don’t know. [ll be okay.’ She felt around Will’s waist. ‘Where’s your knife? Give it to me! Quick!’ 

Will reached to the scabbard on his belt and pulled it out. 

Elliott snatched it from him, then whipped her mitten off. She held the knife over her palm, then pushed 
it down hard, cutting her hand open. 

“What — why?’ Will gasped, seeing how deep the incision was. She reached for his face, wiping her 
blood over him, smearing it down his cheeks. 

“What the hell ...?’ he shouted. 

‘Keep quiet,’ she whispered urgently. ‘I can hear them.’ 

And he could too. Unless it was the wind, he was sure that there was a humming sound. Something was 
coming. 

She continued to pump her hand to produce more blood, spreading it all over him, over his arms and 
down his thighs. 

‘If I can just fool them into thinking ...” she was saying as they heard a loud thump from above. 
Something had landed on the roof. 

‘Is that one?’ he asked. Without knowing what he was doing, he began to pull away from Elliott, trying 
to extricate himself from between her and the wall. 

‘No, for God’s sake, just keep still,’ she said, gritting her teeth as she raked the tip of the knife across 
her palm again. Even more blood was flowing from it as she ran her hand all round his head, streaking his 
white hair with it. 

‘Keep absolutely still,’ she hissed at him again. 

There were two crashes, the floor under their feet vibrating with each impact. 

A pair of Armagi had flown in through the windows at either end of the corridor. 

Will and Elliott hardly dared draw breath, let alone move. 

They could hear and feel each impact of the Armagi’s clawed, griffin-like feet as the fearsome 
creatures advanced down the corridor from both directions. And through his lens Will was able to make 
out more of their appearances as they came closer, their transparent feathers gleaming in the moonlight, 
the muscles in their limbs slipping over each other like slabs of polished ice. 

One headed straight for the wooden staircase, the other closing in on Will and Elliott. She had her back 
to what was going on in the corridor and couldn’t see. 

But Will could. 

The floorboards creaked under the Armagi’s weight as it came towards them, and stopped right behind 
Elliott. The height of a tall man, it had compound eyes like an insect, and they now rested on Will and 
Elliott. 

Its head was translucent, the wall of the corridor visible through it, but fluids pumped around inside its 
cranium, and something pulsed like a tiny black heart at the very top of its exoskeleton. 


Will could see the Armagi so clearly through his lens. It had a beak like a bird’s. But as it took another 
step closer to Elliott, Will could see that it wasn’t a solid beak because it had opened up into four insect- 
like mandibles. 

Elliott’s body stiffened against Will’s as the Armagi inclined its head and scraped the upper pair of 
mandibles along the top of her shoulder. All the time, it was drawing in air, sniffing. 

Then it was still for a moment, as if it had picked up a scent. 

Will couldn’t breathe — he didn’t dare. 

The Armagi swivelled away from him and Elliott, making a quarter turn. It had a small pair of 
transparent sticks at the nape of its neck — they were the diameter of knitting needles. Will watched as they 
began to beat together, faster and faster until they were moving so quickly they became a blur. They were 
vibrating together, but he couldn’t hear anything. He wondered if Elliott could. Then he realised that they 
weren’t that dissimilar from the insect legs that sprouted from the same spot on the Styx women’s spines. 

But Will couldn’t think about that now. For a moment he dared to let himself believe that he and Elliott 
were going to escape with their lives. Or, if Elliott thought that there was no danger to her, then he might 
be about to escape. 

But then the Armagi swivelled back round towards them, its head jerking in the twitchy movement 
reminiscent of reptiles. 

It sniffed at Elliott again. Then, for the longest time, it seemed to be just poised there, observing her and 
Will. 

Will couldn’t tell if Elliott’s plan was working and the creature was confused, or if it was about to 
lurch at them and claw them both apart. It was rather like trying to divine the emotions of a heavy statue 
that was about to tip over and crush you. 

Will could feel Elliott’s heart pounding against his, and her blood dripping down his face. His eye with 
the lens was protected, but the other one wasn’t, and some of her blood had run straight into it. It made 
him desperate to blink, but he couldn’t. 

Then, with another loud creak, the Armagi shot over to the wooden stairs, and disappeared up them. 

Only now did Will dare to release his breath. “They’ve gone,’ he whispered barely audibly, blinking 
his eye a few times. 

Elliott didn’t respond for a moment, then she replied equally as quietly, ‘We have to get out. Now.’ 

She moved back from him, and together they tiptoed along the corridor, then down the stairs and out 
through the front door. Once in the open, they clambered over the low wall at the front of the house, and 
kept going through several more drives until they’d reached one with thick undergrowth, where they could 
hide and catch their breath. 

Will saw Elliott trying to move her hand and wincing at the pain. From a pocket of his coat he took out 
one of David’s handkerchiefs that he’d helped himself to, and gently bound her palm. Then he just held her 
in his arms. 

Eventually, as he began to relax, Will said, ‘Well, that was quite something.’ He blew out through his 
lips at the sheer understatement, his relief so great that he wanted to laugh. But he didn’t. ‘At least we 
know what an Armagi looks like now.’ 

Elliott mumbled something, but Will didn’t catch it. ‘And I don’t know quite how you knew to do that 
back there — that trick with your blood,’ he added. 

She remained silent. 

‘But thank you,’ he said. 


a 


As Drake lay on the ground, with his eyes closed, Jiggs was scanning the distant motorway through his 
binoculars. ‘There are a couple of lorries on the hard shoulder ... then we’ve got an army transporter, and 
some cars ina small pile-up ... but sod all is moving.’ 

As the horses grazed, one of them snorted loudly. Drake copied it, then said, ‘So if we swapped the 
horses for a car, we could be there in under an hour. If only those pesky Armagi didn’t have a thing for 
engines.’ 

The horse snorted again. 

‘Thats about it,’ Jiggs agreed. ‘If you’re finding this too much, we can drop the idea of going to 
London. What the hell we’re going to run into when we reach the outskirts is anyone’s guess. Wall-to-wall 
Armagi? Are we really going to fight our way into the centre? And for what?’ 

“To find someone with a satphone, or where some military is holed up?’ 

‘If anyone’s actually left,’ Jiggs countered. 

‘Someone has to be ...” Drake groaned as he sat up. One of the dressings on his head had come loose 
and was flapping in the breeze. He tugged it off, examining the stains on it with distaste. “This isn’t getting 
any better.’ 

‘It’s a radiation burn. It takes time to heal,’ Jiggs said. 

“Tell it that if it doesn’t get a move on, there won’t be any point,’ Drake said, then turned to Jiggs as 
something occurred to him. ‘We’ ve just left Cambridgeshire and we’re in Essex now — is that right?’ 

Jiggs nodded. 

‘I’ve got a suggestion. Remember that hush-hush underground train my father took us on, that got us all 
the way into London? The one that the government built during the Cold War, so they could save their 
hides if Russia attacked?’ 

“Yes, of course I do. It went as far as the BT Tower. I was on that train with you,’ Jiggs said with a wry 
smile. 

‘Oh, yes, I forgot. The invisible man,’ Drake replied. ‘So, tell me, approximately how far is the station 
from here?’ 

‘Fifteen miles,’ Jiggs said. ‘But there’s no electricity so the train won’t be able to run.’ 

‘Of course not, but how about if we ride the gee-gees like the clappers over there, then use the tunnel? 
We can take it all the way in, on foot,’ Drake proposed. ‘Sure beats being strafed by Armagi when we hit 
the ’burbs.’ 

Without a further word, they got back on their horses and began to ride toward the secret station under 
the reservoir. 


a 


‘It’s so quiet,’ Will said, as they remained hidden in the overgrown border at the front of the house. ‘This 
is London. Normally there’d be cars, voices ...’ 

More from shock than anything else, he’d been talking in an attempt to fill the silence, but trailed off as 
he realised he didn’t have anything to add. He began to rub Elliott’s blood from his face with his sleeve. 

It had been a while since she’d spoken, but now Elliott cleared her throat. ‘Don’t do that,’ she said. 

He looked at her through his lens, but didn’t ask her why. 

“You wouldn’t have believed what was in that room,’ she said tonelessly. ‘Styx lizards like the one in 
the warehouse that bit Chester’s father. Grubs ... in bodies, and the bodies were mostly the old people 
from down the road. That’s where they’d been taken. And these large pod things. There were Armagi in 
them, waiting to hatch.’ She shuddered. ‘But the bodies were just terrible — so many and half-eaten ... just 


terrible.’ 

Will nodded. 

She adjusted the handkerchief dressing he’d put on her injured palm. ‘And the weird thing is that I sort 
of knew what I was walking into. I had a feeling what I’d find in that house ... up in that room...’ 

“You did? Will said. ‘But I don’t understand. Why did we go anywhere near it, then?’ 

‘I had to. It was as if they were calling out to me,’ she tried to explain, barely finishing the sentence 
before she gushed, ‘Oh, Will, you should be with Stephanie, not me. I’m not like you. I’m something else. 
I’m this monster, and it’s not good that you’re with me ... I’m dangerous.’ 

Will swallowed uncomfortably. ‘Stephanie ... what?’ he managed to get out. 

Elliott was shaking her head slowly. ‘I could tell you liked her,’ she said, then lowered her voice. ‘And 
I know that you two spent time together when we were trapped in the Complex.’ 

Hit by this bombshell, Will was speechless for a moment, then gabbled, ‘No, I didn’t ... I think she 
wanted ... but nothing ...’ 

Elliott leant against him, her shoulder touching his arm. ‘It’s okay.’ 

‘No, it’s not okay,’ Will said. 

‘It is. Really it’s okay. Because I can’t tell you how long we’ve got together. And you shouldn’t be 
alone,’ Elliott said, her voice barely audible. 

‘I don’t believe this!’ Will objected, becoming very upset. 

‘Not so loud,’ she warned him. She looked up at the rooftop of the Gothic house, which was just visible 
down the road. “The Armagi are still there, and we don’t want them to come looking.’ She rose to her feet. 
‘I should never have brought you with me,’ she declared. ‘If I could take you back, I would.’ 

Will spluttered with indignation. ‘Wh ... what do you mean — you’re talking like you’re in charge of me 
or something!’ 

Putting her head back, Elliott looked at the night sky. ‘I am,’ she said simply. ‘All of you. Because I can 
put an end to all this.’ She lowered her gaze to Will. ‘And I know now that I can protect you from the 
Armagi. I can do that.’ She held out her injured hand as if considering it. ‘But I can’t do anything about 
Limiters, not for either of us. So we have to take it slowly and be very bloody careful as we go, and only 
move at night. And we need somewhere safe before dawn’s here.’ 


a 


There was a muffled phut sound as the lock blew on the iron door. In fact, the sound of the door swinging 
open on its hinges and hitting the wall beside it was louder and more noticeable. 

‘Nicely done,’ Jiggs said, then he and Drake quickly made their way back to where the small plastic 
explosive charge had gone off. They both stopped to peer down the crumbling concrete steps in the gap in 
the embankment around the reservoir, where the now open door was waiting for them. 

“We’re in,’ Drake said, and they descended the damp steps. After several flights they walked out into 
the train station. As they shone their lights along the platform, on which large drums of cable, rotting 
sandbags and rusted metal parts had been left, there was the train they’d ridden for their previous journey 
to BT Tower. 

‘Feels odd being here again without Elliott and Will and the rest of the team,’ Drake said. ‘And no sign 
of that guy from the Old Guard who looks after the place. Parry said he effectively lives down here.’ 

‘Maybe we caught him on his tea break,’ Jiggs joked. ‘We go that way,’ he added, and they moved to 
the far end of the platform. 

‘Into the guts of hell,’ Drake whispered and, for a moment, they both held still, staring into the dismal 


darkness in front of the locomotive. The brickwork around the tunnel opening was stained with lime and 
efflorescence, and the air reeked of stagnant water. 

‘I seem to have spent my whole life going into dark places I didn’t want to,’ Drake said wearily. ‘I 
suppose there’s no reason why that should change now.’ 

Jiggs stamped his feet as if he had enough energy for the two of them. ‘Come on, Drake, chin up, old 
man. What do they say about there being light at the end of the tunnel?’ 

‘Don’t believe them,’ Drake said. ‘They have no idea what they’re talking about.’ 


Chapter Fifteen 


Mo was bursting with excitement when she returned to the farmhouse. 

‘Come to me, my dearest boy, come to me,’ she bellowed, beckoning Chester over. Stephanie 
noticed her hands were spotted with blood and grime; no doubt that meant another sheep had met its end 
and was heading for her cooking pot. ‘Have I got some news for you!’ 

She threw her arms around Chester and squeezed him while he just regarded her impassively. 

“Well, have you?’ he asked. 

“Yes, I have!’ she cried. ‘One of my fairies seems to have picked up the scent trail of your nasty man.’ 

‘Danforth? You’re sure?’ Chester said, his whole manner transforming. ‘You’ve really got him for me?’ 

“Yes, my fairy can take us to him,’ she replied. 

‘Oh, you wonderful woman,’ Chester shouted, only now responding to Martha’s embrace. He pressed 
his cheek against hers. ‘I could eat you!’ he said. 

Be careful what you’re saying, Stephanie thought wryly to herself. She could eat you too! Stephanie 
had been told about Martha’s penchant for human flesh, but hadn’t thought too much about it until she’d 
actually met the woman. She could quite see Martha was capable of it. 

“Where is he then? Where’s Danforth?’ Chester asked. 

‘I can’t tell how far away he is, but my fairy can show us,’ Martha replied. 

‘How does that actually work?’ Chester said rather sharply, as if he had suddenly begun to doubt what 
she was telling him. ‘Do your fairies speak to you or something?’ 

Martha nodded. ‘In a way, yes, they do. You see I’ve learnt to understand the signs they give each other 
— they give them to me too. And one fairy has just flown back to me, while the other is keeping a watch on 
nasty man for us.’ 

Chester seemed satisfied with this answer, and Stephanie shook her head as the two of them continued 
to hug each other tight, making Mmmming noises. Both of them were unhinged in their own ways: Martha 
because she’d lost her son and then been subjected to years of isolation, and Chester because of what he’d 
been through at the hands of the Styx, culminating in his parents’ untimely death. Two people, both deeply 
injured, and united by their losses. But Stephanie didn’t kid herself that their relationship was anything 
other than delicate, like two plates spinning on poles beside each other. At any moment, either one — or 
even both — of those plates could come crashing down. 

Finally relaxing his grip on the rotund woman, Chester held her at arm’s length. ‘We should get going 
then.’ 

Martha hesitated. ‘Why don’t I ask my fairies to do the job for us, and kill nasty man? Then we don’t 
need to go anywhere.’ 

No, no. no. Stephanie was willing Chester not to agree. She had seriously considered running away to 
extricate herself from this incredibly bizarre situation, but Chester had told her to forget that as an option. 
Not just because of the risk from the Armagi — he’d said that he wouldn’t be able to stop Martha setting 


the Brights on Stephanie the moment she walked out. 

Chester hadn’t replied to Martha’s suggestion. In fact, he looked thunderous. 

“Why don’t I just tell them to finish him off, my dearie?’ Martha asked him again. “Then there’d be no 
need to move from here, where we’re happy and safe.’ 

‘No way! That creep is mine. And you bloody tell your Brights not to touch a bloody hair on his foul 
head. In fact, I want them to protect him ... and keep him safe for me,’ Chester growled, his eyes flashing. 
‘He’s mine!’ 

‘Of course, dearie, it’s all right, it’s all right,’ Martha cooed, stroking his hair at the temple. ‘Of course, 
Pl do that for you. Anything.’ 

Chester suddenly let go of Martha, and pulled away from her. He stood still for a moment, pressing his 
lips together as in deep thought. ‘If we don’t know how far away Danforth is, then we need transport ... 
something with some oomph. Wait here,’ he said, going into the hallway and grabbing his jacket from the 
hook. Then he threw the front door open and stormed out from the house. 

There was no way that Stephanie could follow him, so she settled back in her usual armchair, clutching 
the old goose-down counterpane around her that she’d taken from a bedroom, and simply stared out of the 
window. It wasn’t as if there was anything else for her to do in the place — no new magazines, and on most 
days not even a radio station to listen to. Several hours passed, and she had slipped into her usual stupor 
— the only way she could get through the day — when an engine roared outside. 

Stephanie and Martha, armed with her crossbow, were immediately at the window, peering out to see 
who it was. Chester stepped from the vehicle, a four-wheel drive that was caked in mud. He gestured for 
them to come outside. 

‘Found this four-by-four in a nearby farm the other day when I was having a look round, and thought it 
might come in useful. There were some spare cans of diesel around the farm too, so I’ve put them in the 
back, and some tinned food so we don’t have to eat sheep glop any longer,’ he said, glancing into the rear 
of the vehicle. Then, as he walked around the front, he slapped the bonnet decisively. ‘Come along, you 
two! Get your acts together. We’re hitting the road!’ 

‘I don’t fancy it. Pm not riding in one of them contraptions,’ Martha said. She had a deep-seated 
mistrust of anything more complicated than her crossbow. ‘Anyway, who’s going to steer?’ 

‘Steer? You mean drive? I’m going to, because that douchebag Parry taught me.’ Chester went right up 
to Martha. ‘Come along — you said you’d do anything for me. Well, I’m asking now.’ She looked 
undecided, but Chester was determined to have his way. ‘You know you want to help me — you know you 
do, Mum.’ He planted a big, noisy kiss on her peeling lips. 

‘Oh! Oh! Oh!’ Martha fluttered breathlessly. She immediately coloured up, swinging her shoulders like 
a little girl. ‘Oh, all right, my darling boy,’ she said. 


ja A. 


‘Unless it’s stray animals giving us false positives, looks like the party’s hotting up,’ Parry announced. 

Two of his men had simultaneously raised their hands as the thermal sensors they’d been monitoring on 
their laptops registered signals. On the top floor of the block of flats there were a dozen such men in total, 
some drawn from the SAS and others from Parry’s Old Guard, all staring at their computers on various 
pieces of furniture they’d scavenged from the deserted floors below. Surrounding the men were the 
building’s air conditioning plant and the motors for the lifts, which of course hadn’t been in operation for 
several months because of the lack of power. 

Another of the men at the laptops stuck up his hand at that moment. ‘Over to the northwest too, boss. 
Strong signal,’ he reported. 


“Yes, it would appear that we’re in play,’ Eddie agreed, meeting Parry’s eyes. ‘And it’s what we 
expected: the sensors are picking up Limiters as they move into position around the installation to catch 
anyone who tries to make a run for it.” He switched his attention to a nearby screen, which showed a live 
view of GCHQ, the government’s communications and signals agency. It was some five hundred yards 
away from where they were now, the image being piped in from one of the cameras positioned on top of 
the apartment building. ‘So the frontline troops, the Armagi, will lead the attack, with my former 
comrades, the Limiters, acting as the mop-up squad,’ he added. 

‘Mop-up squad? I never thought I’d ever hear the Styx elite being described quite like that.’ Parry 
smiled, but his eyes told a different story. Stepping closer to Eddie, he lowered his voice. ‘We’ve both 
sacrificed far too many men in recent weeks so Danforth’s cover with the Styx could be preserved. I want 
you to know that the selfless behaviour of your former Limiters will not be overlooked.’ 

True to form, Eddie’s response was devoid of any emotion. ‘Thank you, but they knew what the stakes 
were when they joined me,’ he said. ‘As for what’s about to happen, more Limiters may die, and even 
though they are still blindly obeying the Styx hierarchy, I’d like to think that we can save as many lives as 
we can. They’re only following the diktat laid down by the ruling class.’ 

‘And the Armagi?’ Parry asked. 

“They’re a different matter entirely,’ Eddie replied. ‘I have no qualms about their destruction because I 
don’t regard them as people. They’re purely biological hardware, machines for killing, produced as a 
result of the Phase, and they have no useful place on this Earth.’ 

Parry nodded, turning to the men in the room to address them. ‘Listen up. All of you switch over to the 
cameras now. I want you to watch the approaches. Danforth is likely to be showing up with some high- 
value Styx targets. Keep your eyes peeled for him, because the Old Styx, and even Hermione and the 
Rebecca twin, might not be far away. And it’s also a priority for Danforth to be extracted alive. He’s 
already taken enough risks to get us this far, and I want him out of there in one piece.’ 


The Limiter drove into the underground car park and began to slow. The vehicle had barely stopped when 
the Old Styx leapt from it, followed by Danforth. 

“What kept you?’ Hermione snapped at them, as she slid from the back seat of the jet-black Bentley 
already waiting there. Striding across to a doorway, she shouted, ‘Come along, Rebecca, get a move on! 
And for God’s sake, just you come with us. Don’t bring your performing monkey with you.’ 

As Rebecca Two emerged from the front seat, Danforth noticed that the Old Styx gave her a sharp look. 
Or, to be more precise, he gave the young blond New Germanian officer behind the steering wheel of the 
Bentley a sharp look. 

‘Still it persists, that unholy coupling?’ the Old Styx said to Hermione, as he caught up with her. 

“Time for us to bring it to a close,’ Hermione replied, her voice low and cold. She strode through the 
doorway of the car park and into a dark corridor with a concrete floor littered with puddles of water. ‘It 
doesn’t do to have passengers,’ she added, shaking her head, her insect legs clicking together where they 
poked from behind the collar of her thick fur coat. 

Danforth couldn’t be sure because, in deference to their authority, he walked several paces behind 
Hermione and the Old Styx, but he was pretty certain that the Styx woman’s head had turned ever so 
slightly in his direction as she’d uttered these words. He knew from the Old Styx that the Rebecca twin’s 
human companion was frowned upon, but he had the strongest feeling that Hermione had also been talking 
about him. It didn’t bode well. The Styx woman was unpredictable, and he felt incredibly insecure. He 
instinctively ran his tongue over the false tooth containing the miniaturised radio, wishing he had an 
opportunity to send a transmission. 

They went through several more of the unlit corridors before climbing a short flight of steps to a door. 


As they emerged into the daylight, stepping out onto the pavement, Danforth saw precisely where they 
were. 

“There it is, Hermione whispered. ‘One of the last bastions of this country’s pathetic defence system, 
about to drop into our laps like a ripe plum.’ 

‘GCHQ,” Danforth said through his gritted teeth. They all kept well in to the side of the street, which 
passed through several junctions as it ran all the way down to the doughnut-shaped building that he had 
been so instrumental in helping establish and equip. 

He pointed at the high fence just visible in the distance. ‘You are aware that the outer boundary will be 
heavily monitored?’ He cast his eyes around the street. ‘Although there’s unlikely to be electricity in the 
rest of the town, GCHQ has its own geothermal supply, so its systems will all still be up and running,’ 

Danforth quickly took in how many Limiters he could see along the street — three or four at the most, all 
tucked into doorways. ‘And you didn’t consult me about any planned assault, so how much do you know 
about GCHQ’s defence capability? There will be numerous — and I mean numerous — highly trained armed 
response units ready to counter any breaches. That capability will have been bolstered due to th—’ 

Hermione put her head back and laughed harshly. ‘You funny little human!’ she sneered. ‘Do you think 
that we care one iota about any of that?’ She turned her attention to the installation up ahead. ‘And who 
said we’d go in through the perimeter? Watch this.’ 

The Old Styx and Rebecca Two stepped away from her as she lowered her coat from her shoulders. 
Her insect limbs extended to their full length and came together, beginning to vibrate. 

When Danforth caught his first glimpse, he assumed that the wind had whipped up the passage of the 
clouds in the sky. It quickly became evident that what he was seeing was nothing to do with the weather 
conditions, and something very sinister. 

In a vortex Armagi were swarming up high, their forms refracting the grey-blue of the sky. They began 
to converge together and then to descend, a solid gyre of them, like an upside-down water spout, straight 
into the opening in the middle of GCHQ. 

‘I wonder what your fellow flesh bags will make of that,’ Hermione smirked, ‘for the remaining 
minutes they have left to live?’ She suddenly swung to the Old Styx. ‘We can jettison this fool now. We 
have no need for him, and I find his presence tedious.’ 

The Old Styx raised his hand and a pair of Limiters appeared from nowhere, one on either side of 
Danforth. Then the Old Styx turned his dead eyes on Danforth. ‘It’s true. We never needed you, and we 
can’t allow you to stay with us. There isn’t any room for humans.’ 

“We had a deal,’ Danforth replied, keeping his voice even. ‘You’re going to renege on it?’ 

‘If you’d handed us Drake’s, Elliott’s, and the Burrows child’s heads on a platter, we’d have been more 
convinced of your commitment. But you didn’t.’ 

‘Nevertheless, they’re all dead,’ Danforth insisted. 

The Old Styx gave him a sceptical look. 

“You haven’t seen hide nor hair of them since I came over to you, though, have you?’ Danforth pointed 
out. 

“That may be correct, although we still have had no word from our party sent into the inner world, 
which is surprising. And our subsequent teams despatched to find them have not reported back either,’ the 
Old Styx said. ‘That makes us suspicious that all is not as it seems.’ 

‘If something’s happened to them, it’s nothing to do with me,’ Danforth argued. ‘You’re making a big 
mistake.’ Although he remained outwardly calm, his mind was racing. Top of his list was how he could 
remove his tooth and make an SOS transmission with the Limiters watching his every move. 

“Take him away and finish him,’ the Old Styx ordered, then lowered his voice. ‘And while you’re about 


it, get rid of that New Germanian at the same time. Make sure the bodies are hidden out of sight.’ He’d 
lowered his voice to ensure that Rebecca Two hadn’t overheard his order, but in any case she was too 
intent on the deluge of Armagi. 

As one of the Limiters began to push Danforth down the street, in the opposite direction to GCHQ, he 
managed to grab another glimpse of the continued cascade of Armagi from the sky. 

‘Move it,’ the Limiter growled, striking him in the kidneys with the stock of his rifle. 

Despite the pain, Danforth allowed himself a small smile. At that very moment, the Styx woman was 
under the impression that she was going to achieve a significant victory. But she was about to get a rude 
awakening. If everything went according to plan, at least he’d have helped to deal a major blow against 
the Styx before he lost his life. And he still hadn’t given up all hope; if the timing fell to his advantage and 
the strike took place before he’d been killed, it might create enough of a diversion for him to escape. 

No. He sighed. That was hoping for too much, with this pair of deadly soldiers on the case. They were 
too well trained for that. Nothing, short of an armed intervention, would put them off their mission. He 
was dead. He accepted that. 

He pretended to stumble. 

‘Faster,’ one of the Limiters scowled. ‘Stop sandbagging.’ 

The soldier was right. Danforth was trying to buy time. He peered up at the rooftops of the buildings 
around him, wondering if Parry had a camera on him. He though it unlikely — he was too far from the 
Doughnut. 

As they went past the entrance to the underground car park, one of the Limiters peeled off. The other 
soldier continued to shove Danforth along the main street, then took him around a corner and into a side 
road. 

There the Limiter slammed him against the wall of the building, with such force that he fell to the 
pavement. 

‘Stay down,’ the Limiter growled, slipping a scythe from the scabbard on his belt. 

Danforth looked from the dull steel of the blade to the leafless branches of the trees dotted along the 
road, then to the sky. 

So was this where it would end for him? In a rather ordinary road, in an ordinary town in England. It 
was ironic considering the places he’d been in his life. 

Both Danforth and the Limiter turned to the end of the road as the other Limiter finally appeared, 
pushing Captain Franz before him. 

‘On your feet,’ the Limiter with the scythe growled at Danforth. 

Danforth knew that when the young New Germanian arrived, they’d both be executed just as the Old 
Styx had instructed. 

“What is going on?’ Captain Franz demanded, trying to straighten his chauffeur’s hat as the Limiter 
prodded him in the back again. ‘Where is my Rebecca?’ 

Captain Franz stopped in front of Danforth. 

‘She’s not going to be able to help you now,’ Danforth told him. 

The New Germanian had that slightly befuddled expression that came of too many Darklighting 
sessions. 

‘Fetch Rebecca! Right now!’ Captain Franz ordered the Limiters. ‘This is all a mistake.’ 

Danforth took a deep breath before he spoke. ‘Save it. You won’t get anywhere,’ he said to the New 
Germanian. ‘These two pathetic excuses for troops can’t think for themselves.’ He smiled sourly at the 
Limiter nearest him, who had the scythe ready at his side. ‘You’re nothing more than robots. I’ve known 
many professional soldiers in my time, and you don’t come close.’ 


Danforth was silent for a beat, trying to gauge what effect his jibes were having, but the Limiter was 
impossible to read. The sunken eyes in the scarred face were simply watching him. ‘What’s the matter? 
Need your bug lady to tell you what to do next?’ 

The Limiter with the scythe struck him across the face. Danforth dropped to the pavement, and although 
his glasses had been broken and there were flashes of light in his eyes, he couldn’t believe his luck. The 
Limiter hadn’t used his scythe. 

Not yet, anyway. 

“You broke my tooth,’ Danforth said, adopting a whining voice but cheering inside. He reached into his 
mouth and detached the false molar, palming it. 

‘On your feet,’ the Limiter with the scythe rumbled. 

Although it was slippery with his blood and saliva, Danforth had just managed to press his thumbnail 
into the radio to activate it when the Limiter lashed out at him again. 

The radio went flying. 

Blast it! Danforth thought. 

The Limiter pointed at him with the blade. ‘Little man, you’ ve earned the right to die first.’ 

The Styx soldier took hold of Danforth’s lapels and hoisted him to his feet with the one hand, the scythe 
poised in the other. 

Captain Franz was mumbling something incomprehensible in German. It may have been a prayer. 

The Limiter plunged his knife hand towards Danforth. 

It happened so fast it was as though the Limiter had simply disappeared. 

Danforth tottered on his feet and, squinting through his bloodied eyes, met Captain Franz’s even more 
befuddled gaze. ‘Where’d he go?’ he mumbled. 

Then they both saw the Limiter. 

He was stretched out on the far side of the road, without his head, his body mangled. 

Despite Danforth’s taunts to the contrary, Limiters were consummate professionals, and the other 
soldier wasn’t fazed by the death of his comrade. He wasn’t going to wait around for any explanations 
before he reacted. Moving on pure instinct, he swooped at Danforth and seized hold of him. 

He may have been of thinking of using Danforth as a shield instead of killing him right away, but the 
Bright still struck, biting off a good part of the Limiter’s face and neck. His head lolled to one side, a 
fountain of red spurting from his severed jugular. Then he simply folded to the ground at Danforth’s feet. 

‘Was war das?’ Captain Franz cried, gaping up at the sky, although the Bright was now nowhere to be 
seen. 

‘I have absolutely no idea,’ Danforth said, retrieving his glasses. One lens was missing, but the other 
was still held in the frame, despite it being cracked. ‘And I’m not about to stick around to find out.’ 

There was a yelp from the corner. ‘Johan! What are you doing here?’ Rebecca Two had come sprinting 
down the main road, but now slid to a halt as she spotted her beloved New Germanian. 

‘Oh, Rebecca,’ the New Germanian replied, looking shell-shocked as he held a limp hand out to her. 

‘I thought something was wrong ... I sensed it,’ she said. 

Danforth wasn’t in the mood for any sentimentality. 

For a small man, he still knew how to handle himself. Throwing his arm around Captain Franz’s neck 
so he had him in a lock, Danforth pressed the Limiter scythe to the man’s throat. Thinking it might come in 
useful, he’d retrieved the weapon at the same time as his spectacles. ‘Hold it!’ he ordered Rebecca Two. 

‘Okay — just please don’t hurt him,’ she implored Danforth, then spotted the Limiter’s blood on Captain 
Franz’s face. She went to take a step. ‘But what happened to you, Johan? You’re bleeding.’ 

‘Tm warning you! Stay put!’ Danforth said. 


“What did this man do to you?’ she asked, throwing a furious glance at Danforth. 

‘It’s not my blood,’ Captain Franz replied, before Danforth increased the stranglehold to stop the New 
Germanian from saying more. 

“You killed these Limiters,’ Rebecca Two accused Danforth, but she didn’t sound very sure of herself 
as she made out the headless body of the soldier across the road, and the other’s lethal wounds. 

“Your men had orders to execute both of us,’ Danforth told her. 

“Why?’ she cried. 

‘Isn’t that a bit obvious? We’re both superfluous humans,’ Danforth replied. ‘Now I want you to keep 
your voice down, because you’re coming with me.’ 

‘Tam not,’ Rebecca Two retorted. 

“You are if you want your boyfriend to live,’ Danforth threatened. He dug the tip of the scythe into 
Captain Franz’s throat. 

‘No, don’t! Please don’t hurt him,’ Rebecca Two implored Danforth. ‘P11 do what you say.’ 

‘And before we go, I need you to find something for me,’ Danforth said. He peered at the middle of the 
road. ‘It looks like a tooth.’ 

‘A tooth?’ Rebecca Two had just asked, when the ground under their feet shook and there was a 
cranium-rattling bang. The Rebecca twin was knocked from her feet by the blast, a huge cloud of dust 
billowing down the street towards her. 

‘Dammit!’ Danforth swore, glancing at Rebecca Two where she had fallen. ‘Looks like it’s just you and 
me then, blondie,’ he whispered into Captain Franz’s ear. 

‘Nein, Rebecca, nein, nein,’ the New Germanian was mumbling. 

‘Don’t get your knickers in a twist; I doubt that she’s dead,’ Danforth said, as he pushed Captain Franz 
into the road where he’d spotted his miniature radio. Once he’d retrieved it, Danforth gave Rebecca Two 
another glance. ‘Shame I can’t take her with me. She’d have been an interesting subject for interrogation,’ 
he said with regret. 

Captain Franz was also looking at her with regret. ‘Nein, nein, nein,’ he was still mumbling, as 
Danforth frogmarched him quickly away. 


“There she blows,’ Parry said, as the pictures from the cameras flickered from the explosion. As they 
settled down, the views of what was left of GCHQ were obscured by palls of dust and smoke. The 
detonation had been timed for the moment the stream of Armagi finished their aerial entry and were inside 
the installation, and searching in vain for anyone to kill. 

‘So zero fatalities on our side?’ Eddie asked. 

‘I sincerely hope so. It was evacuated some weeks ago, except of course for the skeleton staff needed 
to keep up the appearance that it was business as usual,’ Parry replied. ‘And they should have escaped 
through the underground evacuation tunnels — there are several of th—’ 

‘Sir,’ one of the soldiers manning a laptop cut in. ‘We’ve just received a burp from Danforth. He’s 
asking to be extracted. And he says he’s got a hostage with him.’ 

“The rest of you pack up your kit! We’re moving out now!’ Parry ordered, as he went over to the 
soldier. ‘Okay, where did Danforth say he was?’ he asked. 


Hermione and the Old Styx had been fortunate. They’d been tucked well into the side of the street when 
the blast hit, but it had still thrown both of them to the ground. 

Hermione was laughing as the air began to clear and she saw what little remained of GCHQ. The 
Doughnut had been reduced to a pile of rubble, the few parts of it still standing enveloped in flames. ‘So 


they planted charges and waited for us to turn up, then blew the whole place ... is that the best that the 
poor little flesh bags can come up with?’ she said. 

“They saved us the effort of demolishing it,’ the Old Styx said, gazing at what was left. 

Hermione had stopped laughing and was instead making a clucking sound as she noticed how much dust 
had settled on her coat. ‘Although it pains me to lose some of my children, they’re Armagi, and there are 
just so very many of them now,’ she said, as she began to pat her coat down, using her human limbs for the 
front and her insect ones for the back. ‘It’s not the same as when they took my Warriors from me. The 
humans only made things worse for themselves when they changed the game.’ 

“Yes, and they haven’t quite realised that anything they attempt now is futile,’ the Old Styx agreed, 
nodding. ‘It’s too late for them.’ 

But Hermione wasn’t listening. She’d stopped brushing her coat, and there was a sadness in her eyes. 
‘But I will never ever forgive Will Burrows and the rest of them for slaughtering my Warrior Class — my 
true children — in that warehouse,’ she said in a low, smouldering voice. 

The Old Styx had his mind on more pressing matters. Now the smoke and dust was clearing, he’d been 
glancing at the street around them, and a frown had appeared on his normally expressionless face. ‘But 
where did Rebecca go?’ he asked. 


Chapter Sixteen 


We — there we go again,’ Chester said, switching on the window wipers as pieces of Armagi 
and the liquid that coursed through their veins splattered the windscreen for the umpteenth time. 

He’d been driving like a lunatic, not easing off on the speed even when the motorway was full of 
obstacles. On several occasions he’d clipped discarded vehicles in the way, almost losing control of the 
four-by-four and weaving all over the road because he’d been going so fast. And each time there had been 
a collision, he’d laughed it off, although Martha looked petrified as, sitting beside him, she hung on to her 
seatbelt for dear life. And Stephanie didn’t allow herself a moment’s rest, because if they were about to 
crash, she wanted to be ready for it. 

They’d had a welcome respite from the journey when they’d stopped to heat up some cans of food. But 
before they’d eaten, Martha had wandered off. Stephanie spotted her at the top of a small hill, where she 
seemed to be simply staring at the sky. When Martha finally returned, she told Chester that she’d learnt 
from the Brights that ‘nasty man’ was on the move, but they were still going in the right direction to reach 
him. And she said that a Bright would be remaining with him at all times, to continue to track his 
movements. 

Despite what she’d told Chester, Stephanie had no idea how Martha could learn this from these large 
moth-like creatures that rarely seemed to stop zipping around the place. Chester didn’t seem to be very 
interested in this piece of news, instead keeping a whole can of baked beans with cocktail sausages to 
himself, while Stephanie had to share the second can with Martha. 

And then, after Chester had topped up the tank with diesel, they were off again. For once the stretch of 
motorway ahead was relatively clear, so it didn’t matter that Chester had his foot down. 

But after more pieces of Armagi had showered down over them, Martha kept craning her neck to peer 
up at the sky through the front windscreen. “They’re getting tired,’ she said eventually. 

Chester didn’t reply, instead rocking his head from side-to-side as if he was listening to a piece of 
music that only he could hear. And he made no effort to slow the car. ‘You know, dearie, they can’t keep 
this up all day,’ Martha tried again. ‘They need to rest just like us.’ 

Chester began to fiddle with the controls of the air conditioning, turning it up and angling the vent so 
that the breeze was blowing full in his face and ruffling his air. ‘Getting a bit hot in here,’ he said. 

What he didn’t say was that the combination of the warm fug in the vehicle and Martha’s lack of 
hygiene was particularly unpleasant. Stephanie had been shouted at by Chester and Martha when she’d 
opened her window in the back because they said it was too dangerous. And any benefit from the air 
conditioning was minimal where she was sitting. So instead, she’d fished out her bottle of perfume from 
the wash bag in her Bergen and had been taking the top off to sniff it from time to time, to give herself a 
momentary relief from the smell. She’d gone so far as to pour a drop or two on her scarf, but this elicited 
such scathing looks from Martha that she didn’t dare do it again. 

‘If we don’t slow down and take it more gently, one of my fairies will be killed by those Armagi,’ 


Martha said. There was no answer from Chester, who wobbled his head again, his mouth puckered as if in 
a silent whistle. 

“We really do have to slow down, dearie,’ Martha murmured, sounding quite desperate now. 

Stephanie had just slipped the stopper from her perfume again and was taking a sniff when Chester 
yelled at Martha, ‘Shut up, will you?’ 

Stephanie was so shocked by his reaction that she almost dropped her perfume. She found she was 
seized by the almost irrepressible urge to punch Chester in the back of the head. He was being so selfish, 
dragging them all on his insane quest for revenge without the slightest consideration for anyone else. Not 
even for me, Stephanie told herself. 

Suddenly she’d had all she was prepared to take. Maybe it was the stifling and rather unpleasant 
atmosphere in the car, or possibly her fatigue, but she didn’t care any more. 

‘Stop the car. I want to get out!’ she shouted right in Chester’s ear. As she’d barely uttered a word for 
the whole journey, her outburst came as even more of a surprise. 

‘What?’ Chester gasped, the four-by-four swerving wildly on the road. 

‘I saw a Sign for motorway services up ahead,’ Stephanie replied. ‘Drop me off there.’ 

Chester didn’t wait that long, pulling over onto the hard shoulder. As both he and Martha turned to 
Stephanie on the back seat, she said nothing, simply grabbing her wash bag and getting out. As she began 
to walk away from the car, Chester hurried after her. 

“What the hell is wrong with you?’ he asked. 

Stephanie came to an immediate halt. ‘What is wrong with me?! What about you?’ She shook her head. 
‘Okay, let me spell it out. You are being a foul shit and I’ve had enough.’ 

He swept a hand at the open fields on either side of the motorway. ‘But we’re in the middle of 
nowhere. You’|! die.’ 

‘Like you care,’ she snapped back at him. ‘Anyway, Pd rather take my chances out here than with you in 
that stinking car.’ 

‘Whatever,’ he spat, turning on his heels and stomping back towards the car. ‘Do whatever you want.’ 

“You'll kill us all anyway if you keep driving like that,’ Stephanie shouted after him. She snorted to 
show her disdain. ‘You’re such a hypocrite! I bet your sister was run over by an idiot like you driving too 
fast.’ 

Chester froze on the spot, but remained facing away from her. He didn’t know how to respond. 
Stephanie’s remark had struck him to the very core; at that moment, something penetrated his anger and the 
all-consuming desire for revenge. 

Stephanie wasn’t finished. ‘And what’s so stupid is, haven’t you noticed there are only Armagi when 
we're hear towns? So if we lose some Brights now, like, how will we manage when we get to London, 
which seems to be where we’re heading?’ She shrugged. ‘It’s probably full of Armagi So without 
Martha’s fairies, we’re as good as dead.’ 

‘I have to say she’s right, dearie,’ a voice suddenly declared. Martha had come over to listen. ‘We need 
to let my fairies have a breather and some food. And you do need to steer a little slower.’ 

‘It’s drive, Martha. You drive a car.’ Chester turned to Stephanie, and cleared his throat. ‘Yes, maybe 
I’ve been pushing it, and I reckon we could all do with a proper break. How many miles to these services 
you saw?’ he asked. 

Stephanie didn’t reply. 

‘Come on. Put your stuff back in the car. London isn’t that far, and you love London,’ he argued, trying 
to be consolatory as he gave her a sheepish smile. 

Stephanie humphed. ‘Yeah, so what’!! we do when we get there? I just know it’s going to be, like, the 


most terrible place on Earth,’ she said. ‘I just know it.’ 

‘But it’s still London, with all the shops you love. And there’s bound to be something open,’ Chester 
said, maintaining his smile. He was obviously making a huge effort to be pleasant to her, but Stephanie 
could see the deranged light hadn’t left his eyes. ‘Come back to the car, will you, Stepho?’ 

‘Stepho? Nobody calls me Stepho,’ Stephanie said under her breath. But against her better judgement, 
she began towards the vehicle, dragging her feet and asking herself what the hell she was doing. 


ja 


‘And we thought it looked bad the last time we were here,’ Drake whispered. He and Jiggs had crawled 
over to the windows and were poking their heads up just high enough to gaze out over London. 

With numerous stops along the way to allow Drake to recuperate, they had walked the length of the 
train tunnel, all the way from Essex to central London. When they finally arrived at the platform below BT 
Tower, they had immediately taken the stairs up to the same floor in the tower from which they had 
observed the results of the Styx’s first efforts to stir things up in the capital. But that had been several 
months ago, and it was immeasurably worse now. 

‘No power anywhere. So the whole grid must be down,’ Drake said. ‘I was hoping we might be able to 
fire up one of the tower’s dishes and get a signal through to Parry.’ 

‘See, over there on that office block,’ Jiggs suddenly said, squinting through the darkness as night began 
to set in. ‘It’s easy to miss them in this light, but can you make out what’s on the roof?’ 

‘Jesus,’ Drake replied, as he saw the many crystalline forms of the Armagi teeming on the rooftop. 
‘How many are there?’ 

‘Actually the whole place is crawling with them. They’re everywhere,’ Jiggs added, as he spotted more 
on other roofs. 

‘It’s gone too far,’ Drake said, as he slumped down on the floor. ‘How do we ever pull ourselves out of 
this?’ 

Jiggs checked the tracker before answering. ‘The beacon has definitely shifted since we went 
underground.’ When Drake simply lay there, Jiggs was concerned. ‘I know that hike through the tunnel 
must have felt like several marathons to you. How are you holding up, old man?’ 

‘Cream crackered, sick as a dog, everything hurts ... shall I go on?’ Drake mumbled. ‘And, worst of 
all, this leg feels like it’s on bloody fire,’ he added, touching it just above his knee and grimacing. 

‘Let me take a dekko,’ Jiggs said, crawling over to him. Starting by his ankle, he rolled up Drake’s 
combat trousers until he could see the dressing on his lower thigh, which he then peeled slowly back. He 
recoiled slightly. ‘I’m afraid the burn here is badly infected.’ 

Drake nodded stoically. ‘I wondered what the smell was.’ 

Jiggs patted his Bergen where he kept his medical kit. ‘Lets get away from the windows and I’ll 
change all your dressings.’ 

‘Okay, but I want to check something first,’ Drake said, pulling his trouser leg down, then hauling 
himself along on his belly across the old carpet tiles until he’d reached a section of window further 
around on the tower. ‘Remember that army checkpoint in Charlotte Street?’ he said to Jiggs. Then, 
grunting with the effort, he raised himself up so he could see the view below. 

“You’re hoping that they left a radio,’ Jiggs guessed. ‘You know that it was more than just a checkpoint 
there. I had a mosey round last time, and didn’t notice any comms equipment, but there were some heavy- 
duty munitions in that resupply truck,’ he said, indicating the solid-looking lorry beside the khaki awning, 

Despite his discomfort, Drake was grinning. ‘You managed to snoop around in there, right under their 
noses?’ 


Jiggs nodded. ‘Piece of cake. We could really do with an ammo restock if they left anything behind 
when they ran for the hills.’ 

Drake was frowning as he continued to study the scene below. ‘Um... yes, that would be great ... but 
... shouldn’t we be setting our sights a little higher?’ 

Jiggs was intrigued. ‘Why, what have you got in mind?’ he asked. 

Drake pointed beside the truck that Jiggs had been referring to. ‘If Pm not mistaken, that’s a brand 
spanking new Challenger 2 parked down there, ripe for the picking.’ 

Jiggs nodded as he contemplated the latest model British Army tank. ‘Now that would be a stylish way 
to get around town,’ he chuckled. 

“Wouldn’t it just?’ Drake said. 


a 


Some of the buildings were shops, so badly damaged by fire that it was impossible to tell what they’d 
been selling. 

And in other buildings, curtains flapped in the upper windows as the wind sucked down the street, and 
when it blew at its hardest the paper and rubbish strewn across the pavements and road began to dance 
and swirl. 

“This place hasn’t changed much,’ Will said as they crept along, Elliott protecting him every inch of the 
way. 

‘Careful!’ she suddenly whispered, and froze. 

From the door of a pub one of the young Styx lizards scuttled out. It looked at them. 

There was the sound of slithering and the clicks of opening and closing jaws. 

Before they knew it, other lizards were out in the open, from windows all over the same corner 
building, darting across its stucco facade. 

The blood Elliott had spread on Will seemed to still be doing the trick because after their initial 
interest none of the lizards paid them much attention. As all the lizards returned inside the building again, 
there was the crash of a glass breaking. For the briefest moment Will could imagine that it was business 
as usual in the pub, and one of the punters had missed the bar with his pint. 

But then Elliott nudged him on again, and he had a glimpse of the cocoons hanging from the faux rustic 
beams across the ceiling of the pub — fibrous-looking pods in which Armagi would be growing. 

Further on, as they edged along the wide road filled with shops, the sky began to show the first cold 
grey signs of dawn. From somewhere in the distance, there was terrible screaming. 

‘Brrr. That’s awful,’ Will said, also speaking for Elliott. The dark and the cold and the sheer desolation 
were getting to both of them. 

Elliott was staring at a cinema across the street. ‘We should find a place to hole up. How about there?’ 
she said. 

‘Sure,’ Will said, immediately moving with her towards it. At the entrance of the multiplex cinema, 
Will caught sight of the poster for a film that must have just been released when the Armagi had begun to 
spread. It depicted an advancing mob of zombies with leached green faces and mouths smeared crimson. 

‘Not so clever now, is it?’ he said, indicating the poster. ‘People wanted gore, and they’ve got it big 
time.’ 

Elliott didn’t reply as they climbed a stationary escalator to the foyer with counters for popcorn and ice 
creams; then she led them into one of the smaller auditoria, with its rows of seats and blank screen. 

‘This’ll do until it’s dark again,’ she said, dropping heavily into one of the seats. 

“You okay?’ he asked, worried because she seemed so drained of energy. Will knew he was making life 


harder for her and slowing her up when she was in such a desperate hurry to get wherever she needed to 
be. And her hand was a terrible mess because she’d repeatedly sliced it open to squeeze more blood from 
the wound for his benefit. He wondered if this was making her feel faint. 

‘What’s that noise?’ he asked suddenly, as he heard noises above them. 

“We’re under a nest,’ she answered. ‘Like in that house we went into.’ Without lifting or moving her 
head, which rested against the back of the seat, her eyes slid upwards to the ceiling. ‘The Armagi are 
breeding up there.’ 

‘Oh, great. So why on earth did you pick this place to stop, then?’ he demanded. 

Elliott yawned cavernously. ‘Better to be right under their noses — it’s safer.’ 

Will remembered what she’d said about being drawn to the nest she’d blundered into in the attic. 
“Yeah, but for who — you or me?’ he asked. 

He never received an answer because Elliott had fallen asleep in her chair. 


ee 


“You don’t know her. She’s not a bad person.’ Captain Franz dragged appreciatively on the cigarette he 
was holding in his free hand, while the other was handcuffed to the end of the table. 

Parry and Danforth were both scrutinising him, and Parry’s expression was unsympathetic. ‘Are you 
having a laugh, laddie? The Rebecca twin isn’t bad, after everything she and her sister have done? After 
all the lives that have been ruined by the Styx, the death and destruction spread by the Armagi as they gut 
our country? Not a bad person? You can’t be serious. Because if you are, you’re more stupid than you 
look,’ Parry barked at the New Germanian officer. 

‘She’s nothing like the others,’ Captain Franz insisted. 

Danforth had picked up one of his Purgers from where he’d left it on the table and was repeatedly 
flicking the purple light on and off. ‘Maybe this one is a dud, which is why I’ve failed to deprogramme 
our friend here?’ he suggested sarcastically. 

Captain Franz was indignant. ‘I know what I’m saying. And I’ve told you as much as I can remember 
and, yes, I witnessed some terrible things. Maybe I was walking around in a cloud because of the 
Darklighting, but I saw her good side too. She has to go along with what’s expected of her. She’s only 
following orders.’ 

‘Pah!’ Parry exploded. ‘That old chestnut. I was only following orders. No, your little Styx girl is as 
evil and driven as any of them.’ 

“You’ve got my Rebecca all wrong,’ Captain Franz said indignantly. ‘And anyway, she’s more than a 
girl. The Styx grow up faster th—’ 

Parry held up a hand. ‘For God’s sake, man, I’ve heard enough.’ He noticed that Eddie and one of his 
men were waiting in the entrance of the tent. 

‘Stay there,’ Parry said unnecessarily to Captain Franz, then rose from his chair, putting more weight 
than usual on his walking stick due to his fatigue. Danforth followed him to where the two men were 
waiting. 

‘Pretty boy’s all yours. See if you can get anything useful out of him,’ Parry said in a low voice to 
Eddie, glancing over his shoulder at the blond New Germanian who was contemplating the burning tip of 
his cigarette. 

‘So he hasn’t said anything useful?’ Eddie asked. 

‘No, unless you’re interested in ladies’ fashion or the Styx’s predilection for luxury cars,’ Danforth 
chimed in. 


Parry shook his head ‘He’s not at all clear about where he’s been, and all the places he has pointed us 
to are historic. The Styx have long since vacated them. He’s also completely deluded about that Rebecca 
twin. I don’t know how much of it’s because of the neural damage from being over-Darklit, or from his 
infatuation for her.’ 

“The infatuation is genuine?’ Eddie asked. 

‘Seems to be,’ Parry replied, his grey brows hiking with incredulity. 

‘So you want me to use more extreme methods on him,’ Eddie offered. 

Parry nodded. ‘But don’t rough him up too much, because he might come in handy if we need some 
leverage on the Rebecca twin,’ Parry replied, and he and Danforth left the tent. 

Danforth stopped with surprise as he noticed the row of black helicopters in the field beside their 
temporary camp. ‘When did they show up?’ he asked. 

“While we were in with Captain Franz,’ Parry replied. ‘Five of the very latest US Sikorsky UH-60 
gunships — a generous peace offering from my friend Bob. The Americans have been moving more of their 
fleet over to our side of the Atlantic, and these have just been delivered to us straight from one of their 
carriers.’ 

‘I didn’t hear them arrive,’ Danforth said. 

Parry rubbed his hands together in anticipation. ‘That’s rather the point. They’re the latest word in 
stealth, with highly damped engines and filtered exhaust manifolds, so the heat trace is minimal. I reckon 
Bob has only been so generous because he wants to see if the Armagi can hear them.’ 

Danforth’s eyes flashed with interest. ‘Maybe I can suggest a use for them right away.’ They saw a 
soldier emerging from one of the many tents with a small device in his hands. ‘If my apprentice over there 
has built me the scanner I asked for to track the signal from that VLF beacon I picked up before, maybe we 
should find out who’s at the end of it.’ 

Parry was thoughtful for a moment. ‘Yes, if it’s one of our team back from the inner world, then maybe 
— just maybe — they’ll have something that can help us.’ He looked up at the ominous clouds collecting in 
the sky. ‘Right now, Pd settle for even a minor miracle.’ 


Chapter Seventeen 


lliott seemed to have no hesitation when it came to choosing which way they needed to go, although 

there was the odd occasion when she simply stood there, as if listening to a voice that Will couldn’t 
hear. Then she was off again, always keeping him right at her side, as they both ducked from doorway to 
doorway along the street, scouring the darkness ahead for Limiters or Armagi. 

‘I recognise this,’ Will told her as they came to Euston Road, and began across it using the vehicles as 
cover. And then later, as they continued in their painstakingly slow stop-start way, they came to a place 
that triggered a flood of memories for him. 

‘Russell Square,’ he told Elliott, as they turned into it. Then they saw something that halted them in their 
tracks. Right in front of them, in the middle of the road, was the tail section of a passenger aircraft. From 
the way the piece of fuselage had crashed down on top of the traffic, with many twisted and scorched cars 
underneath, it had happened when the troubles had only just started and people were trying to leave 
London as quickly as they could. And leave the country itself, if they could find a seat on an aeroplane. 

Will gazed at the burnt and peeling paint on the blue-and-white tail fins, and was only stirred into 
action when Elliott nudged him on. They went diagonally across the square, moving through what had 
been an area of grass where people once ate their sandwiches on the benches at lunchtime. It was very 
different now; the burning aviation fuel had scorched every inch of the ground, and the trees were reduced 
to severe black spikes of charcoal. 

There were more sections of the aircraft to negotiate at the far corner of the square, then, as they 
entered the road that led from it, a change came over Elliott. She seemed to throw caution to the wind, 
pulling ahead of Will without taking the usual care to shield him. He didn’t complain but went with it, 
quite relieved that they were no longer moving at a snail’s pace. 

As they advanced further down the road, it struck Will why the area was so familiar — he’d walked this 
very same route on many occasions with Dr Burrows, and the large building Will could see was where 
his father had often taken him at weekends. Sure enough, on the railings were several posters advertising 
the latest exhibitions, and confirming that Will was right. 

He tapped Elliott on the shoulder. ‘So this is where we’ve been heading all the time?’ he asked her, to 
which she nodded. ‘You do realise it’s the British Museum,’ he told her excitedly, pointing at the three- 
storey wing set back around twenty feet behind the railings. 

She’d been staring fixedly at the building, but now turned her attention to the railings, taking hold of 
them as if she was considering scaling them. ‘How do we get in?’ she asked. 

‘Let’s go round to the front,’ he replied. 

Elliott began to run and Will had a job to keep up with her. 

“Wait a moment,’ he said to her as they reached the corner. ‘What’s the big hurry? And are you really 
sure this is where you need to be?’ 

‘It is,’ she replied immediately. 


Will took her to the main gates. Although they were closed, there was a smaller pedestrian entrance to 
the side, which allowed them to enter the museum grounds. Despite the fact that everything was in pitch 
darkness, Will had Drake’s lens over his eye, which rendered the scene as clearly as if it was daylight. 

As Will followed Elliott onto the forecourt, the strong connection with his past buoyed him up. This 
museum, with its impressive Greek-temple facade, was something he knew so well, and was so dear to 
him. 

For a moment Will was transported back to happier and more certain times. Many of his earliest 
memories were from excursions to museums, particularly this one, although Dr Burrows had had his own 
agenda for each visit and made little or no provision for his son, rarely stopping to explain any of the 
exhibits to him. But as Will had grown older and more independent, he’d left his father to go off and do 
his own thing, only meeting up with Dr Burrows again by the entrance when it was time for them to return 
to Highfield. 

But as the wind blew and all the rubbish on the museum forecourt was whipped into chaotic animation, 
it looked so desolate. No more was the place bustling with tourists as he remembered it from sunny 
Sunday mornings, with the constant squeal of London cabs pulling up to drop off or pick up people. 

“They’re like the lights in the Colony,’ Elliott said abruptly, pointing at the lampposts dotted around the 
grounds. Other than the fact that they didn’t have the glowing luminescent orbs atop their iron posts, she 
was right; Will could see the similarity. He was about to agree with her when Elliott came to a stop, 
holding her head as if she was listening to her inaudible voice again. 

She began to run towards the middle of the three doors at the main entrance. As she reached it, she was 
pulling on it and rattling it with such force that the sound was reverberating all around the forecourt. She 
was wasting her time because it was firmly locked. Then she tried the other glass doors, making just as 
much noise. 

‘Hey!’ Will hissed. ‘Are you trying to draw attention to us or something?’ 

He could see that she was frantic to get inside, her eyes darting back and forth over the entrance as if 
she couldn’t believe that one of the doors wasn’t open. 

“Are you sure this is where you want to go?’ he asked. 

“We’ve got to break in,’ she babbled, kicking the glass panel at the bottom of the door. ‘Or blow our 
way in.’ 

‘Stop it. For God’s sake calm down, Elliott,’ he urged her, shaking her by the arm. ‘We can’t do that. 
Let’s try over there.’ He pointed to the side wing of the museum at the far end of the forecourt. 

She began to race where he’d indicated, to a building that was set back from the front of the museum 
but constructed of the same pale Portland stone. 

Someone had used a car to ram the doors open, abandoning it on the steps once they were in. Will and 
Elliott climbed over it to reach the black painted door, which creaked open on a single hinge. 

A little way inside sheets of grimy-looking cardboard had been laid on the marble floor, with some old 
blankets left in a heap. Judging by the empty sweet wrappers and food packets, someone had been living 
there, although there was no sign that they were still around. 

Will made sure the door was shut behind them. He’d never been in this part of the museum before, and 
quickly deduced from the signs on the doors that they were administrative offices. Then he caught up with 
Elliott who was already heading in the direction of the public galleries. Whether or not she was following 
whatever was driving her on, they didn’t need to employ any detective work to find the way through 
because of the scuff marks on the floor and the trail of items left there, including more sweet wrappers 
and empty drink cans. 

They went through some doors which, from the splintered wood around the locks, Will could see had 
been forced, and then into the Ancient Greek and Roman galleries. Will was taking in the Minoan and 


Mycenae items in the display cases, many of them old friends, on the way. 

And then they found themselves in the museum quadrangle, a large space that had formerly been open to 
the elements but which was now enclosed by a modern tessellated glass roof. In the middle of the 
quadrangle sat the circular building called the Reading Room. Their boots echoed through the massive 
space as they headed towards it. 

Will noticed that Elliott wasn’t making the slightest effort to check around them. ‘S’pose we’re pretty 
safe in here,’ Will said, more to assure himself than trying to make a point to her. ‘And whoever was here 
seems to have gone now. I guess a museum isn’t the first place you’d think of for food,’ he said. His 
stomach had other ideas, rumbling loudly as he wondered if all the supplies of sweets and Coke had been 
plundered by the ramraiders in the car. 

Elliott came to an abrupt halt, her head cocked to one side, as if she was listening out again. 

“Where to now?’ Will whispered. 

Holding her hand up, she shushed him, then closed her eyes. 

“Well, you have the choice of African, Middle Eastern, or Eur—’ he began, trying to impress her with 
his knowledge of the various departments, when she began to talk over him. 

‘No ... up there,’ she said slowly, blinking her eyes open and edging further around until the walkway 
extending between the reading room and the back wall of the quadrangle came into sight. 

‘Great choice,’ Will said. ‘That’s the way to the Mesopotamian and Ancient Egyptian gallery.’ 

‘Just tell me how to get up there,’ Elliott snapped. 

Will held up his fingers and moved them in a walking motion. ‘Stairs. Other side of this. You walk up 
them — round and round,’ he replied in a sarcastic, clipped way, taking a few angry steps forward so that 
he could point out where the circular flight of stairs started at the side of the Reading Room. But the fact 
that he was irritated with Elliott was totally lost on her as she dashed towards the stairs and then sped up 
them without saying a word. 

With a groan Will followed, and when he finally reached the walkway at the top, he went across it and 
into the first room of exhibits. She wasn’t there, so he moved into the adjoining room. Puffing from 
climbing so many stairs, he called out to her, his voice sounding very small in the network of 
interconnecting rooms. 

‘Tm here,’ she mumbled. 

He scanned around until he located her in the dead centre of the room he’d been in, standing so still 
he’d completely missed her. Her eyes were closed. 

‘Oh, there you are!’ Will laughed. ‘This room really is a great choice. Ever since I was young I used to 
come here to see the mummies because ...’ he trailed off, stepping over to a rectangular display case. In it 
was an open-topped casket of roughly hewn wood. Will pressed his head against the glass case to peer at 
the mummy so familiar to him from all his visits through the years. The small body was curled up in a 
foetal position on a bed of sand in the bottom of the casket. ‘Because they’re so cool,’ he finished saying, 
gazing down at the dried skin and cracked flesh of the mummy’s face, its brown teeth showing through its 
ruptured cheek. 

‘It’s in here,’ Elliott said quietly. 

‘What?’ Will replied, hurrying over towards the corner. She was by a huge stone sarcophagus, its 
surface covered in glyphs. 

“What do you mean, it’s in there?’ Will asked. ‘It can’t be. That won’t have anything left in it.’ 

Having removed her Bergen and put it together with her rifle on the floor, Elliott was running her hands 
over the lid of the sarcophagus. ‘No, it’s right here,’ she repeated. ‘I can feel it.’ 

‘Oh, brilliant,’ Will exhaled wearily. “Trust you to choose the most humongous sarcophagus in the 


whole place.’ 

Elliott’s hands had come to a stop on a panel showing two entwined snakes along the middle of the 
chunky lid. ‘Right here,’ she whispered, moving her fingers over the snakes. She seemed to be in a 
desperate panic as she began to try to hook her fingers under the lid and lift it. It was futile; Will knew that 
she didn’t have a chance because of the sheer weight. 

‘Okay, just hold on,’ he said, dumping his Bergen and Sten on the floor beside Elliott’s kit. “We need to 
find a lever of some kind. A piece of metal will do.’ 

Elliott refused to budge from beside the sarcophagus so Will began to search around. He eventually 
discovered a fire point out in the corridor where there were some buckets and a hose coiled on a roll. 
Next to this was an axe in a Perspex-fronted case, which he broke open with a kick. He came back with 
the axe, and even though he could just get the tip underneath the eroded stone of the lid, it was going to be 
of no use in lifting it. 

‘This is hopeless,’ he muttered, as his eyes fell on the large stone idol — a massive pharaoh’s head 
carved in stone and some ten feet in height — beside the sarcophagus. He walked around the head to 
examine it from different angles, then checked very carefully how far it was from the sarcophagus. Last of 
all, he went behind the head to find out how much clearance there was between it and the wall. 

‘I wonder ...’ he said under his breath, as he flicked the lens up from his eye to look at the head in the 
moonlight that poured in through a window higher up on the wall. 

Then he nodded to himself. ‘Elliott, Ineed you over here. If we can tip this over, I reckon it should fall 
on your sarcophagus and maybe break it open.’ 

It took him a while to persuade her to leave the sarcophagus and come with him to the rear of the 
pharaoh’s head. Then she seemed to understand what he was proposing. As he tried to tell Elliott where 
he wanted her to be, she suddenly clutched her hand to the nape of her neck. 

‘What’s wrong?’ Will asked. 

‘I don’t know — just had a really bad pain here,’ she answered. ‘It’s gone now.’ 

As she seemed to be all right, Will explained his idea again and then, with their backs to the wall and 
their feet braced against the pharaoh, they both eased themselves up until they were five or six feet above 
the floor. 

“Three ... two ... one,’ he counted down and they pushed with all their might. The pharaoh’s head 
rocked slightly. ‘There! We moved it!’ Will exclaimed enthusiastically. ‘Elliott, this could really work!’ 

For a moment he turned his head to glance through the window, his eyes lingering on the moon. 
‘Howard Carter, if you’re up there and watching this, I just want you to know I’m sorry,’ he muttered. 
‘Right,’ he said, addressing Elliott. “We get into a rhythm until this bust goes over. And I just hope it goes 
the right way, or we’ll be squashed like ... very squashed things.’ 

Will repeated, ‘Push ... push ... push ...” again and again as the pharaoh rocked backwards and 
forwards, and then with a last ‘PUSH!’ it overbalanced and was tipping forward. Will and Elliott jumped 
to the side as it toppled straight on top of the sarcophagus with a floor-shaking thud. 

They had both skipped around to the front to watch as the sarcophagus, in what felt like slow motion, 
also went over. Its huge lid slid onto the ground, smashing the glass display case before it finally came to 
rest. 

“What have I done?’ Will said, as he saw the damage to the pharaoh’s head, the sarcophagus lid, which 
was broken in half, and to the mummy in the glass case. 

But Elliott wasn’t the least bit concerned about any of these. She squatted down by the broken lid to 
pick something up from amongst the pieces. The lid hadn’t been completely solid — inside it there had 
been an object. 


She stood up with it. It was some sort of baton, almost two feet in length. 

‘My God!’ Will exclaimed. ‘It looks exactly like the tower!’ 

And it did; with the same section at the tip, it could have been a model of the tower from the inner 
world. It also seemed to be made from the same material as the tower, its surface smooth and grey. 

And when the bare skin of Elliott’s hand had come into contact with it, a band around the shaft glowed 
with an intense blue light. It was identical to the light that they had witnessed before in both the tower and 
the pyramid. 

‘Ah, so the batteries are still good,’ Will whispered, trying not to laugh with the strangeness of it all. 

“This is what I came for,’ she murmured, as she got to her feet and held the object reverentially up 
before her. 

‘But what is it? A weapon of some kind — a mace?’ Will asked, then something occurred to him. ‘I hope 
it won’t suddenly change into another tower, will it?’ 

‘It’s a sceptre, and I have to take it back,’ Elliott said, her eyes locked on it. 

At the mention of the word, Will gave a small shrug. ‘Okay, it’s a sceptre then, can I see it?’ He stepped 
forward with his hand out, but Elliott snatched the object away. 

‘No, don’t,’ she said sharply. ‘You shouldn’t touch it.’ 

‘Fine, be like that.’ He shrugged again, instead going to examine the broken parts of the lid from the 
sarcophagus where the sceptre had been concealed. There was a circular channel bored right into the 
middle of the thick stone of the lid, which of course was now empty. ‘So this sceptre thing of yours could 
have been hidden in there for centuries, and nobody had the faintest idea,’ he thought out loud. ‘And, of 
course, all these relics were brought back to England by Victorian collectors, like, a century or two ago, 
so this sarcophagus would have been in Egypt for all the centuries before that. Is that where your sceptre 
was lost?’ 

But Elliott had already gathered up her rifle and Bergen and was heading out of the room. 

‘Hey, you with the magic stick! Where are you off to now?’ Will shouted as he heard the door slam shut 
behind her. 

Grabbing his Bergen and Sten, he rushed across the walkway and had just caught up with her several 
flights down when there was the sound of gunfire hammering away so loudly windows were rattling. Both 
of them froze on the spot. 





‘That’s close,’ Elliott shouted. ‘And it’s an automatic weapon.’ 

‘Could be the army?’ Will suggested. 

It was coming from outside the museum, and Elliott was right — it was very close. They raced further 
down the circular staircase until they could see through the main entrance. 

There was another burst of gunfire and a huge crash. 

‘A tank!’ Will shouted. ‘Bloody hell!’ 

It had shot up the front steps and rammed straight into the doors, crashing through them and mangling the 
metal and glass. 

It stopped there, half of it in the building and half outside. The automatic fire came again — the volume 
ear-splitting in the confines of the museum, as the forecourt beyond the tank was sprayed with rounds. 

The hatch opened and someone climbed from it. 

Elliott was the first to recognise who it was through her rifle scope. 

‘Drake!’ she cried. 

‘Elliott?’ he yelled back. 

Will and Elliott flew down the stairs. Drake had climbed down from the tank. ‘We picked up the signal 
from your beacon,’ he said, as Elliott threw her arms around him and held him tight. ‘But I didn’t believe 
it could really be you two!’ he added. Shaking his head, Drake smiled at Will. ‘But how did you get back 
here?’ 

‘Thaťll take a bit of explaining,’ Will said, then interrupted himself as his friend’s appearance 
registered with him. ‘Drake, what happened to you? 

Elliott had also taken a step back so she could see his deathly pallor and not only that his arm was 
strapped up, but that his head and hands were covered in dressings. 

‘It was the explosion in the pore,’ Drake replied. ‘The radiation caught me.’ 

‘Oh, no,’ Elliott said, barely audibly. 

Just then the machine gun began to hammer away again. As it stopped, there was urgent yelling from 


inside the tank. 

“Who’s that?’ Elliott asked. 

‘Jiggs,’ Drake said. ‘The Armagi are building up outside, so we have to make tracks.’ 

Jiggs was shouting so much his voice sounded hoarse. ‘Bloody hurry it up out there!’ 

“We’ve got to go!’ Drake said urgently, already climbing back onto the tank. 

The machine gun opened up again, drowning out Elliott as she said, ‘I’ve got to protect this.” Simply 
throwing her rifle aside, she tucked the sceptre inside her jacket and clamped her arm over it. Drake had 
seen what she’d just done and was finding it difficult to believe that she would discard her weapon like 
that. But now wasn’t the time for explanations. 

“They’re wall-to-wall! I can’t keep them off!’ Jiggs shouted, opening up at the Armagi again. 

‘Jesus, get a move on, you two!’ Drake shouted, beckoning frantically at them from the turret. 

Elliott reached him and Drake grabbed her by the hand. ‘No! No room! Ditch the Bergen!’ he shouted. 
She threw it aside, and he pulled her into the hatch. 

Already up on the tank, Will had shrugged off his Bergen to pass it to Drake. ‘Bloody leave that too!’ 
Drake shouted. 

The gun was firing continuously now. 

‘No way!’ Will insisted. ‘Got all my stuff in there!’ 

Drake looked furious but snatched the Bergen from the boy’s grip and was thrusting it down inside the 
tank when Jiggs cried, ‘Breach! They’re through!’ 

There was a crash as the glass panels directly above the tank and above the two doors on either side 
burst inwards. 

Even though he lost a second or two as he shielded himself from the shower of glass, Will might still 
have made it if the turret hadn’t swivelled around at that point. Taking a step back in surprise, he slipped 
and fell on his knees. 

‘Drake!’ Will shouted, reaching out in desperation towards his friend, who was doing the same from 
the hatch. 

Not just glass was falling around Will, but heavier objects. 

Armagi. 

Something nearly tore Will’s arm off as it gripped it with its claws and yanked. 

The last thing Drake saw before he slammed the hatch down was the boy being heaved from the rear of 
the tank by two Armagi as others landed inside the museum. 

‘No, no, no, no,’ Elliott was wailing and struggling with Drake inside the tank as it moved off. “We 
can’t leave him! We have to go back!’ 

‘I’m sorry. He’s gone,’ Drake told her, trying to shake some sense into her. ‘There are too many of 
them.’ 

‘Drake, I need you on the L94,’ Jiggs said, now he was driving instead of operating the tank’s chain 
gun. As he steered through the gates and along the road at the front of the museum, there were dull thuds as 
Armagi slammed against the hull. 

Jiggs was swearing under his breath. It wasn’t because there was any remote possibility that the 
Armagi could penetrate the Chobham armour of the tank, which was twice as strong as steel, but because 
he was having immense difficulty seeing where he was going. The sheer number of Armagi in the way 
was making it impossible. And as he drove on, guessing where the road was, the Challenger was 
colliding with abandoned vehicles in the road. ‘If I can bloody see anything at all, I’m going to take a left 
into Southampton Row,’ he announced breathlessly. ‘Then head north. We’ll have to figure out how to 1—’ 

Elliott suddenly stopped crying. ‘No! Go right!’ she ordered. 


‘Go right? But you don’t know ...’ Drake had begun as she pulled the sceptre from her jacket. For a 
moment both Drake and Jiggs were silent, amazed by the blue light that filled the tank. 

‘I think we need to shake these blessed Armagi off our tail,’ Drake said, ‘then find somewhere quiet 
where we can catch up.’ 

‘How about the tea rooms at Fortnum’s?’ Jiggs quipped grimly. 


jo 


As he was yanked from the tank, Will landed flat on his back. He hit the ground hard and was completely 
winded. All he could do was lie there, trying to get his lungs working again. 

And when he did finally get his breath back and sucked down some air, the tank’s powerful diesel 
revved and a cloud of hot exhaust fumes swirled all around him. 

It was the worst sound in the world because he knew full well what it meant. Drake and Elliott couldn’ t 
do anything for him now. 

They were leaving. 

Without him. 

As the tank trundled off, he was trying his best to focus on his immediate surroundings. He hadn’t been 
wearing Drake’s lens so it wasn’t a matter of his eyes adjusting to the moonlight, but his senses were still 
badly scrambled. Shapes shifted around him, many shapes. 

And in the relative calm after the sound of the tank’s engine retreated into the distance, he could hear 
the Armagi moving close to him, their feet grinding the broken glass. 

For a second or two as he remained on his back, nothing happened. But as soon as he tried to lift his 
head, something struck him in the mouth. The blow was so powerful that he heard the crack as one of his 
teeth snapped off. 

Will didn’t delude himself that the situation wasn’t desperate. For an instant he wished that the tank had 
reversed over him and killed him, because help wouldn’t be coming. Not now he was in the midst of all 
these beasts, which would stop at nothing — he couldn’t plead with them for his life as he might with a 
human being. 

He stole a look at them. He saw the dark inhuman eyes against the translucent planes of their bodies. He 
saw the serrated edges of their wings like so many glass daggers. 

He was going to die. 

And Will knew it was probably the last thing he should do, but he tried to sit up. 

One of them suddenly lashed out at his chest, so hard that he was flung back against the marble floor 
again. 

Then another blow. A kick to the head from something spiky. This time he had a glimpse of it coming 
towards him — it resembled the hind leg of a huge bird. 

There was blood in his eyes. All he could hear was the kettledrum thump-thump of his own pulse. 

I’m going to pass out, he thought. But that’s okay. 

Then there was something else. Another sound. 

He only just caught it as the black blanket of unconsciousness began to fall over him. 

It was a car horn. 

Then he did pass out. 
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‘They’re sticking with us,’ Jiggs said. Kingsway was reasonably clear of vehicles, so he didn’t hold back, 


pushing the tank almost to its top speed of 35 miles per hour. Even so, the Armagi kept doggedly 
following, flying around it like a swarm of angry wasps. 

In the commander’s station Drake seemed exhausted as he watched the creatures pursuing them on the 
rear periscope. ‘We’ ve got to find a way to shake them off,’ he mumbled. 

“Remember the Ghost Crab Manoeuvre?’ Jiggs asked. 

‘Sort of ... but was that what it was called?’ Drake replied. 

Jiggs turned the tank into the Aldwych. ‘I’m not sure, but you know what I mean. There’s got to be a 
suitable building around here.’ 

“Why don’t you keep going round this block until we spot something?’ Drake said. 

Jiggs followed his suggestion, and looped around Bush House and the other buildings in the middle of 
the Strand, so that within minutes they’d returned back onto the Aldwych from the east side. ‘And, Elliott, 
we’re going to need to blow some smoke, as they say. Have a look and see if you can find controls for—’ 

‘L8 smoke grenades. Should be by the elevation control,’ Jiggs cut in. ‘If not, there’s another way to do 
it, by cooking off the diesel in the exhaust manifolds.’ 

‘How do you know that?’ Drake asked. 

“Went for a joyride in one of these once,’ Jiggs replied. 

‘Okay, think I’ve found it,’ Elliott said, pointing to a series of numbered switches. 

‘Arm them,’ Jiggs told her. She clicked a master switch on the panel and waited. 

‘Jiggs, I’ve got us a likely candidate,’ Drake suddenly announced. ‘See that restaurant right on the 
corner of Kingsway? If you can miss the trees and hit it right, maybe we can flatten the main columns.’ 

‘Looks promising,’ Jiggs replied. 

“What are you trying to do?’ Elliott asked Drake with concern. 

‘He’s trying to bury us,’ Jiggs said. 

‘It’s an old trick. Create some confusion with smoke, then if we motor into the right building and it 
works out how we want it, we lie low under the debris,’ Drake explained, then turned to Jiggs. ‘Let’s give 
it a shot next time round,’ he said. 

As they looped once more around the buildings on the island in the middle of the Aldwych, and the 
restaurant came into view again, Drake gave the order for Elliott to fire the grenades. They rebounded off 
the buildings either side, exploding and spreading a thick grey cloud across the road. 

‘Now, brace yourselves,’ Jiggs warned as he powered the Challenger straight towards the corner 
building. ‘And wish me luck, because I’ve got zero visibility.’ 

Seconds later there was a huge crash, and the tank slowed to a sudden halt, throwing them all forward. 
But Jiggs rammed down on the throttle again, and the tank eased forward a little, before he killed the 
engine. 

Then there was just a grinding sound, and the noise of debris hitting the hull outside. 

Jiggs looked over his shoulder from the driver’s seat, giving the thumbs-up. 

‘Keep absolutely quiet now,’ Drake told Elliott. 

The manoeuvre had been a success. The tank had penetrated the front of the restaurant and, as it 
knocked several supporting columns away, a section of the floor above had collapsed on top of it, 
completely covering it. As the wind began to sweep the smoke away, the tank was almost totally hidden, 
and the Armagi had nothing on which to direct their attention. 

“What do you think?’ Jiggs whispered after a while. 

‘Did it work?’ Elliott asked. 

‘Can’t see anything through the periscopes, but I think it has. I suppose we’ || only know it hasn’t if the 
Armagi call in the Limiters to use high explosives on us,’ Drake replied. ‘I just hope there’s enough air for 


all of us in this sardine tin.’ He shook his head as he looked around the cabin. ‘I could never have been a 
tankie ... I hate small spaces.’ He turned to Elliott. ‘Okay, so what’s the story with that oversized glow 
stick in your jacket?’ 


PART FOUR 


Mayhem 





Chapter Eighteen 


WE: the diesel roaring, the tank thundered down Fleet Street, either barging cars out of the way or 
simply riding straight over them. As soon as Jiggs had backed it out from beneath the rubble, Drake 
had vacated the commander’s position for Elliott. She knew precisely where she wanted them to go, and 
was now monitoring the way ahead using the periscopes. 

Drake was suffering badly from the radiation sickness and welcomed the chance to rest, although he 
was doing his best to keep up with what was happening. ‘You calling the shots again, just like old times,’ 
he chuckled, as the girl issued directions to Jiggs in the driver’s compartment at the front of the tank. 

Elliott shot him a smile, then shouted to Jiggs as they came to an intersection. ‘Straight across. Keep 
going.’ 

‘Ludgate Hill,’ Jiggs announced, the engine note changing as they began to climb the slight gradient. 

“There! Up there!’ Elliott shouted, pointing. 

Peering through his periscope, Jiggs took a moment to respond. ‘St Paul’s Cathedral?’ he asked. 
“You’re kidding?’ 

‘No, I mean it! Just keep going!’ she called back. ‘I need to get inside — can you get us through the 
doors?’ 

‘Inside? Whatever you say,’ Jiggs laughed. ‘We’ve already walloped one British institution today, so 
why not another?’ 

‘Once we’re in, I want you to stop.’ Elliott added. 

Drake shook his head. ‘If we do, the Armagi will be all over us again before we know it. So use the 
same MO ~ go in about face and keep them at bay with the L94,’ he said. 

‘Gotcha,’ Jiggs acknowledged. ‘Hold on tight!’ he yelled, as they struck a couple of the stone bollards 
at the edge of the pedestrian area in front of the cathedral, snapping them off like rotten tree stumps. Then 
he swung the tank into a sharp turn, in the process managing to clip the statue in front of St Paul’s. 
“Whoopsy! I think I just clouted Queen Vic!’ he said, as he put the tank into reverse and stood full on the 
throttle. 

Drake and Elliott hung on as, gauging where he was going through the reverse periscope, Jiggs aimed 
straight for the pair of wooden doors at the top of the steps. Unfortunately there were a couple of massive 
stone columns with not quite sufficient clearance between them. With a low, resounding clang, the tank 
became stuck between them and came to a sudden halt. 

‘Jesus, are you steering this thing or what?’ Drake said, looking rather shaken from being jostled about 
so much. 

‘I’m doing my best, Jiggs retorted. ‘Considering there are a couple of damned big columns in the way,’ 
he added under his breath, as he backed the tank off to take another run up the steps. 

This time he was more successful. With an almighty crash, one of the columns toppled over, and 
although the tank was lifted up on one side by what was left of the shattered column, it was still heading 


for the tall oak doors with some momentum. There was a loud crunch and both doors were knocked clean 
off their hinges. ‘We’re home, James,’ Jiggs said, standing on the brakes. 

‘Remind me not to let you drive again,’ Drake said to him, before turning to Elliott. ‘Okay, we’re really 
exposed here in the daylight. Let’s do whatever you’ve got to do, then head out as quickly as possible. 
And I hope this isn’t just some wild frolic.’ 

Drake followed Elliott as she climbed through the hatch in the turret, then leapt down from the tank. 
After checking the interior of the cathedral was clear of any Styx, they sprinted down the nave. On 
reaching the area under the huge dome of St Paul’s and the Whispering Gallery, Drake continued on for 
some way in the direction of the altar before realising he was by himself. He turned to find Elliott had 
stopped directly under the dome. 

‘This is it,’ she said, closing her eyes. 

Drake frowned. ‘What is? I don’t get it. What could be here that’s going to be of any help to us at all?’ 
he demanded, the desperation evident in his voice. 

‘I honestly don’t know,’ Elliott replied, opening her eyes and holding the sceptre before her. 

Drake came back towards her. ‘But this is a cathedral — what are you looking for here? And why here, 
in particular? What’s so special about this place?’ 

‘I really don’t know yet,’ Elliott admitted. ‘Will thought it was to do with ley lines — which might be 
why this has always been a holy place.’ 

Drake lost it at this point. ‘Ley lines? A holy place! What sort of New Age claptrap is that? I know we 
need a bloody miracle, Elliott, but that’s sof...’ 

He never finished the sentence because Elliott, with both hands gripping the sceptre, twisted the shaft 
halfway along. 

“What’s this?’ Drake breathed, as he and Elliott noticed the most bizarre phenomenon. It was as if the 
light on them and the ground around them had gone through some sort of spectrum shift. 

This effect was becoming more pronounced by the second, until they found they were in the dead centre 
of a hemisphere of shimmering azure light, some forty feet across. The edge of the hemisphere was fluxing 
and shifting in the same way that an oil film does on water. 

With no warning, a strong wind swept through the interior of the cathedral, strong enough to send pews 
scraping across the floor and hymn books flapping into the air like untidy birds taking to the wing. 

It was followed immediately by an immensely loud creaking and cracking sound, as if the whole fabric 
of the building was coming under strain. 

‘Get down!’ Drake shouted, peering above them. 

In less than the blink of an eye, the dome of St Paul’s lifted off. 

And, just as quickly, it had completely vanished from sight. 

“What did you just do?’ Drake demanded, as he had his first glimpse of blue sky above. He moved 
towards Elliott, ready to protect her from the pieces of masonry and timber that were dropping to the 
ground around them, but it proved unnecessary. None of it had actually fallen within the blue circle where 
they were. 

Drake continued to peer above him, completely bemused. ‘Where did it go?’ he mumbled, shaking his 
head in sheer disbelief. It was as if some giant being had simply lopped off the top of a boiled egg with a 
spoon. 

Elliott merely shrugged. ‘We saw something like this before, at the pyramid.’ 

As he continued to shake his head, Drake was still trying to take it in. ‘Well, you got me.’ Then he 
laughed. ‘Against all the odds this building survived the Blitz, and we’ve just trashed it!’ He turned his 
attention to the shimmering blue bubble surrounding them. ‘And what’s with the light show?’ 


Elliott shrugged again, not offering any explanation. Instead she was peering around as if she was 
disappointed, as if she’d expected more. 

As the L94 in the tank began to hammer away from the front steps, Drake was brought back to the 
seriousness of their situation. ‘Okay, that’s it,’ he decided. ‘We’re sitting ducks in here. Time to get 
going.’ 

As if to prove his point, something swooped in through the open roof. The first Armagi touched down, 
and fortunately didn’t attack immediately, giving Drake the time to empty a magazine from his assault rifle 
into it. Pieces spun off the creature like chunks of flying ice before it dropped to the ground. 

Several more Armagi landed on the cathedral floor, but as Drake changed magazines, they didn’t seem 
to be attacking. 

He cocked his rifle, watching them as they remained stock-still. ‘What’s wrong with them? Why aren’t 
they coming for me?’ he asked. Still not one of the Armagi made a move, as if they didn’t want to step into 
the circle of blue light. 

Drake and Elliott exchanged glances, neither speaking for the moment. 

More and more Armagi were landing inside the cathedral but still they didn’t advance. ‘I know you’re 
safe from them, but I’m not. What’s going on?’ Drake asked. 

‘Maybe it’s because of this light,’ Elliott suggested. 

Drake shrugged, glancing across to the entrance of the cathedral. ‘I bet it won’t keep us safe from 
Limiters. That tank is our only way out of here, but how can I possibly reach it now? I can’t shoot our way 
through all those,’ Drake said, scanning the motionless Armagi. All of a sudden, he sat down, as if all his 
energy had deserted him. 

Elliott realised what an effort it had been for him, and that he was in real trouble from the radiation 
sickness. She immediately went over to him. 

‘Save yourself if you can,’ Drake pleaded with her. ‘Look at me. I’m done for anyway.’ 
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“What in God’s name is that?’ Parry shouted into the headset as his helicopter led the formation over 
London. 

He and everyone on board were mesmerised by what appeared to be a tornado against the morning sky. 
It seemed to begin as a dark spout just above the level of the rooftops before broadening out into a 
spinning dark cyclone reaching up towards the clouds. 

‘Some sort of explosion?’ the pilot suggested. 

‘That’s not any blast pattern ve seen before,’ Parry replied, as pieces of debris began to drop all 
around them. ‘Anyone got any bright ideas what’s going on?’ 

‘I can’t help you with that, but there was the mother of all energy spikes just then,’ Danforth reported, 
as he watched the LED display on the device he’d been using to locate the beacon signal. 

‘Jesus!’ the pilot cried, as a large section of lead roof plummeted uncomfortably close, and he swerved 
the helicopter a little after the fact. The falling debris wasn’t very dense, but a direct hit from some of the 
more substantial pieces of stone or timber would have been enough to bring down a helicopter. 

‘Everyone still with us?’ Parry asked, as he turned to check the other helicopters hadn’t been damaged. 

Eddie was watching the fallout scattering the streets below, some of it striking the buildings. ‘But what 
could have caused this?’ he wondered out loud. 

‘I think we’re about to find out,’ Parry replied, pointing at what still remained of the strange 
phenomenon ahead. ‘Isn’t it directly on our bearing, Danforth?’ 


“You could be right,’ he replied. “The beacon’s been stationary for a while now, and it appears to be at 
the epicentre of whatever that is.” He checked the LED display again. ‘And we’re almost over it ... ina 
thousand metres ... five hundred ... and X marks the spot!’ 

‘Good Lord!’ Parry burst out, as their helicopter skimmed straight over St Paul’s cathedral and they 
saw the gaping hole where the dome should have been. 

‘That’s one of our tanks on the steps,’ the pilot observed. 

‘I saw it. And someone’s picking off Armagi using the tank’s chain gun,’ Parry said. ‘All right — 
whoever it is down there, they’re on our side and I’m sure they’d be grateful for some help.’ He spoke 
over the radio to the other helicopters. ‘I want two-man sniper teams put down on top of the buildings 
around here, and make it snappy.’ 
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‘No! What are you doing?’ Drake cried weakly, as Elliott began to cut into her forearm. 

‘Close your eyes and keep still,’ she said, bringing her arm up to his face. ‘I’m going to cover you in 
my blood. It worked for Will, so I don’t see why it won’t work for you.’ 

Drake did as she’d told him, and she began to smear her blood all over him. ‘This situation is a bit 
different, you know — we’re going to be knee-deep in those overgrown prawns once we Step outside this 
light ring. It’s not like we’re just avoiding a couple of them along a street,’ he said. 

‘I know that,’ she replied. 

Drake was silent for a moment before he spoke again. ‘You’ve been a good friend. You were always 
there for me in the Deeps when I needed you.’ 

‘Don’t get all over-the-top with me, and let me finish wiping my blood on you,’ she chided him, 
laughing. 

They moved to the edge of the blue bubble, and had just got themselves ready to go when the tank 
engine fired up. It began to reverse towards them, smashing pews under its tracks as it came. The engine 
stopped again, and Jiggs opened the hatch a few inches, peering out. 

“Thought you could do with a lift,’ he said, looking around. 

The Armagi in the cathedral were almost all completely still, although every now and then one of them 
would open and close its wings like a resting bird. 

‘Good timing,’ Drake said, and with Elliott supporting him they edged through the shimmering border 
of blue light. 

‘Hey, that’s trippy,’ Drake muttered. 

Elliott was quiet, keeping watch on the Armagi, who were following their every movement. 

As they reached the tank, both Elliott and Drake stopped for a moment. One of the Armagi hadn’t 
managed to get out of the way in time and had been pinned under the tank, its head crushed by the track. It 
was the strangest thing to watch because the Armagi was continually transforming into the long thin body 
of a Styx and then back into an Armagi, over and over again. It was trying to regenerate, but the point at 
the back of its head that Martha had identified was under pressure from the tank track, and it was stranded 
somewhere between its two forms. 

‘Nice,’ Drake muttered sarcastically. ‘Now you see one monster, now you see another.’ 

‘Come on,’ Elliott urged him, supporting him as they skirted around the shape-shifting creature and then 
clambered up onto the tank. 

Once the two of them were safely inside and the hatch had been secured, Jiggs looked at Elliott and 
then at the blood smeared all over Drake. ‘So the masking trick really works. Your blood fools them.’ 


Without waiting for either of them to speak, he inclined his head towards the controls for the chain gun. 
‘I don’t want to worry either of you unnecessarily, but you should know that we’re almost out of rounds. 
And we’ve been making a hell of a racket here, so we need to make ourselves scarce before any Limiters 
decide to join the party.’ 
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Parry and his men were on top of an office block overlooking St Paul’s. From behind the parapet at the 
very edge of the roof, they’d seen the Challenger reverse into the cathedral and out of sight. And now huge 
numbers of Armagi were arriving, but stopping on the cathedral forecourt as if waiting for something, 
waiting for a command. 

Parry was just about to consult with Eddie about the situation, and particularly the way the Armagi 
were behaving, when his satphone went off. 

‘Hi Parry, it’s me, Bob,’ the caller said. 

‘Bob, can this wait?’ Parry told him. ‘Pm a bit tied up at the moment.’ 

‘It can’t,’ Bob replied. 

Parry frowned. ‘Okay — go ahead.’ 

There was a slight delay before Bob spoke again. ‘Just a courtesy call. I thought you should know 
we’re about to send a nuclear missile your way.’ 

“What! Here?’ Parry gripped the satphone so tightly the plastic casing creaked. He waved frantically at 
Danforth and Eddie to switch their headsets over so they could listen in. 

“Yessir. One of our subs in the Atlantic has been given the firing sequence and is waiting for the final 
order from the President. That means you’ve got around fifteen minutes to get the hell out of Dodge.’ 

‘Can I ask why you’re doing this?’ 

‘Sure, although rather have me try to explain the situation, I want you to see something. I’m breaking 
every darned rule in the book, but I’m going to give you a secure link to look at. Are you near a screen 
there?’ 

Danforth moved to the nearest laptop, where one of Parry’s men was working, and typed in the link 
address as Bob reeled it off. An aerial image came on screen. It was clearly from a drone flying at some 
altitude. ‘Right, it’s up,’ Parry confirmed. ‘What do you want to show me?’ 

‘Hold on,’ Bob said. 

The drone changed course and then Parry saw the need for urgency. Along a stretch of the Thames 
around Canary Wharf, huge numbers of Armagi had come together and were moving in dense columns 
across the ground. As Parry watched the video feed, the light reflecting from these columns of creatures 
made them look like runnels of molten silver as they reached the riverbank and slipped straight into the 
Thames. 

‘That’s the story all the way along the river from Canvey Island to the estuary. A mass transit’s 
currently in progress,’ Bob said. ‘And we’ve been tracking their movements once they’re in the water, and 
they’re migrating out to sea. Our best guess is that this is an invasion force on its way to the rest of the 
world.’ 

“The cell breaks open, and all the new viruses spill out,’ Parry recalled. 

“What was that?’ Bob asked, not understanding. 

‘Something my son used to say about the Styx,’ Parry replied. ‘So, Bob, I agree there’s no question that 
the Armagi are on the move, but is the threat that great?’ Parry asked, trying to see if there was any reason 
he could find to divert the missile attack. ‘I mean, why aren’t the Armagi airborne? That way they could 
spread more quickly.’ 


‘For reasons of stealth, I guess. They’re harder to detect in the water,’ Bob answered. ‘Or, maybe, by 
swimming they’re conserving energy, so they can cover greater distances. Say to the US, for example? 
That’s what one of our scientific advisers is suggesting anyway. But your guess is as good as mine.’ 

‘And precisely who’s approved this strike?’ Parry said, his voice uncompromising. ‘By what authority 
is this being done, because I hope it’s not the good ol’ US playing world policeman again all on its tod?’ 

‘Er, Parry, I have no idea what most of that meant, but it’s actually strikes, plural — there’s a series of 
nuclear strikes scheduled. And, basically, every nation in the world has endorsed the action,’ Bob 
answered. ‘The US Senate and the Pentagon ... Russia, all the Arab states ... and there’s unanimous 
consensus from the European Military Council, and throughout the whole of Eastern and Central Asia 
except for ... er ... Kazakhstan, who don’t seem to be able to make their minds up. So we’ ve effectively 
got full and unconditional global consent for a preliminary hit in London, followed by a join-the-dots 
sequence along the Thames, your southern coastline and your international waters.’ 

“You make it sound so clinical,’ Parry said. ‘This is my country you’re talking about.’ 

‘Sorry, but like us, the rest of the world doesn’t want the contamination to spread any further than Engl 
—’ Bob started to reply. 

“You’ve got to buy me some time,’ Parry interrupted him sharply. ‘Can you delay the strike?’ 

‘And why should I do that?’ Bob challenged. 

‘Pll give you the address for another satellite link and we’ll get a camera on the situation where I am. 
We believe some of our people made it back from the inner world, and something very strange is taking 
place. We may be close to getting some new information that can help us,’ Parry said. 

Bob wasn’t convinced. ‘You’re not giving me anything I can use at this end.’ 

‘I haven’t got anything yet,’ Parry admitted. ‘But you’ll see from the video feed that the Armagi are 
congregating here in huge numbers, but then they’re not moving. Seems that something’s drawing them 
here, and — who knows -— this latest development could be a game changer.’ 

‘Look, Pll see what I can do,’ Bob said hesitantly. ‘But I need something concrete from you, and 
yesterday.’ 

‘Understood. Bob, Pm going to hand you over to one of my men for a moment, but stay on the line,’ 
Parry said, passing the satphone to the soldier at the laptop. Then he immediately went back to join Eddie 
and Danforth at the parapet. ‘As if we don’t have enough on our plate already.’ 
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Drake had stretched out on the cabin floor with a rolled-up tarpaulin for a pillow. His eyes were closed 
and his face was so drained and pallid he appeared more dead than alive. 

‘I wish there was more I could do for him,’ Jiggs whispered to Elliott as they looked at Drake with 
concern. 

‘Please don’t talk about me as if I’m not here,’ Drake said, keeping his eyes shut, but managing a grin. 

‘Didn’t think you were still with us, old man,’ Jiggs laughed. 

“Two fish in a tank,’ Drake mumbled. ‘One says to the other, “How do you drive this bloody thing?”’ 

“That bad?’ Jiggs groaned, exchanging glances with Elliott. They both knew Drake only too well — the 
worse the situation, the worse the joke. 

eFraid so,’ Drake mumbled. ‘Now, can we just fire up this bloody thing and ride it out of here?’ he 
begged. ‘Maybe making ourselves a new door at the other end of the building in the process, as no doubt 
there’ll be more prawns out front by now.’ 

‘No!’ Elliott burst out, with such vehemence Drake opened his eyes. ‘I can’t go. Not yet.’ 
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Tucked down against the parapet by the edge of the roof, Parry was using his binoculars to try to see 
inside the cathedral where the tank had reversed. ‘We need to know who’s in that Challenger, and what 
they’re doing here. Because whatever they’re up to, it’s acting like a magnet to the Armagi.’ 

Eddie nodded in agreement. ‘No question that they seem to have diverted from their original route to 
the Thames, and instead they’re beating a path here.’ 

Danforth had been running another check on the signal from the beacon and its direction. ‘Maybe it’s an 
obvious thing to say, but my money’s on the tank for the VLF signal — it has to be where it’s originating,’ 
he said. 

Parry had switched his attention to what was left of the cathedral’s domed roof as he thought out loud. 
“That wasn’t a conventional explosion. Something very strange happened here, and I just pray that we’re 
on to something we can use to get ourselves out of this corner, or at least buy a little breathing space.’ He 
was silent for a beat before he added, ‘But we’re running out of time. We need to get someone inside the 
building for a recce.’ 

Danforth cleared his throat. ‘I’ll go. I can get some comms up and running with whoever’s in the 
Challenger. I’m the obvious choice to do it.’ 

‘It’s unlikely you’ ll make it through with that lot to contend with,’ Parry said, peering down at the ever- 
increasing hordes of Armagi. 

‘In the scheme of things, I don’t think it makes a whole lot of difference if I stay up here or try my luck 
down there. As it stands, the chances of us coming through this aren’t very promising,’ Danforth said. 

Parry grimaced as he shot a glance over the London skyline. ‘I’m afraid you’re right — the choppers are 
too far out. Even if I ordered them back right now, it’s doubtful that any of us could get clear of the blast 
radius.’ 

‘So why not let me go down there and have a recce round the place?’ Danforth asked. 

‘I’m not going to try to argue you out of it,’ Parry replied, glancing at his watch. ‘Take a couple of my 
best men — travel light, so you don’t attract too much attention. You can use the pedestrian subway to get 
as close as you can to the cathedral, then you’re going to have to play it by ear.’ For a moment they all 
focused on a point twenty feet or so from the entrance to the cathedral where a London Transport sign 
marked a flight of steps leading down under the pavement. 

Danforth rushed off to put some equipment together in a shoulder bag and, minutes later, he and a pair 
of SAS soldiers emerged onto the street at the rear of the office block. All three of them checked the 
immediate area for Armagi but there were none in sight. The creatures seemed to be concentrating 
themselves directly around the cathedral, which made life easier for the moment, but would cause 
Danforth problems as he got nearer. 

With one soldier positioned behind him and one in front, Danforth began to edge along the wall of the 
building, all three of them hugging it and moving as quietly as they could. 

Once they’d reached the corner, the entrance to the pedestrian subway was in spitting distance and, on 
the assumption that no Armagi had wandered down there, it would bring them up at the cathedral forecourt 
in no time at all. Danforth was trying not to think about the last twenty feet he’d need to cover, through the 
throng of creatures. He didn’t delude himself that this whole exercise had the smell of a desperate suicide 
mission. 

He was almost at the corner when a shout rang out from behind. 

‘Danforth!’ 

Danforth and the two soldiers spun around. 

Chester was standing there, his shotgun pointing straight at Danforth. Martha was beside the boy, her 


crossbow also levelled at Danforth, while Stephanie was standing several paces behind, looking very 
frightened. 

‘Chester, this isn’t a great time,’ Danforth replied, keeping his voice low. 

‘I’ve been wanting to talk to you,’ the boy growled, ‘about what you did to my parents.’ He advanced 
towards Danforth, showing no fear despite the fact that the two soldiers had their assault rifles trained on 
him. 

‘Do you want us to remove them?’ one of the soldiers asked Danforth. 

‘Remove us?’ Chester said, his lip curling viciously. 

‘Hold on,’ Danforth said, shaking his head. ‘Chester, we seriously don’t have time for this. The US is 
lining up a nuclear strike on us here in London. We need to g—’ 

‘Remove us?’ Chester repeated. He turned his head towards Martha, and gave her a small nod. 

Like a streak of white lightning, the Brights struck the two soldiers hard, lifting them in the air and 
hurling them both against the wall. As they slipped down to the pavement, their bodies were twisted and 
broken. 

Danforth had his hands up around his head. ‘That was unnecessary,’ he said, his voice even despite 
what had just happened. ‘And I see you are using Brights. I was wondering what saved me from those 
Limiters when GCHQ was hit.’ 

“You’re next, Danforth!’ Chester said. His eyes were mad, his face contorted with his hunger for 
revenge. 

‘No!’ Stephanie cried, not able to take her eyes from the two dead men. ‘What are you doing? You 
didn’t need to ...” She didn’t know what to think about Chester’s crusade against Danforth, but to kill two 
men who had happened to get in the way was more than she could live with. Stephanie’s eldest brother 
had joined the army in the months before all the troubles started, and she couldn’t help but picture him 
slumped there, his blood smeared down the wall. She took a shallow breath as waves of nausea hit her. 
“This has to stop,’ she said. 

Martha simply ignored her, her crossbow still raised. 

Chester moved closer to Danforth, jabbing the barrel of the shotgun at him. ‘You were saying something 
about removing us, you creep? Like you removed my mum and dad?’ 

Danforth still had his hands up, but never once flinched as Chester brandished the weapon at him. 
‘Chester, whether I was wrong or right to do what I did ... in a few minutes it’s all going to be 
immaterial,’ Danforth said. ‘Why don’t you listen to what I’m telling you? — we’ve been targeted for a 
missile strike!’ 

‘I couldn’t care less,’ Chester said, his voice a low rumble. But Stephanie did care. She had no reason 
to disbelieve Danforth — the urgency in his voice sounded genuine enough, and it certainly didn’t appear 
that he was still in cahoots with the Styx or he wouldn’t be skulking around and hiding from the Armagi. 
And, besides all this, she did care very much about the two dead soldiers. 

She did the only thing she could think of. 

She slipped the huge hunting knife from Martha’s belt and, grabbing hold of the woman’s filthy hair, 
yanked her head back with the blade at her throat. 

As Martha swore, Stephanie tried to get the boy’s attention. 

‘Chester,’ she called out. “You’ve gone too far. You’re not going to hurt anyone else.’ 

‘Keep out of it!’ he barked, not even turning to look at her. ‘Let me enjoy this moment. The moment I 
kill this stinking traitor.’ 

‘No, Chester, you’re not going to do that,’ Stephanie said, trying to keep her voice calm, despite the 
thumping of her heart. ‘Let him go, or Pl stick this knife into Martha.’ 


Only now did Chester tear his eyes from Danforth for a quick glance behind him. But his insane, 
unblinking gaze was back on Danforth almost immediately, and he began to guffaw. It was loud and 
disturbing and made his whole body shake. ‘Go ahead, Stepho,’ he said. ‘Kill her then. Do your worst.’ 

‘Chester?’ Martha asked quietly. ‘You don’t mean th—’ 

‘Oh, shut up, you smelly old bag,’ Chester interrupted her. 

‘Chester,’ Martha gulped. ‘It’s me — it’s your ma speaking.’ 

Chester’s bloodlust was up. He wasn’t thinking when he spoke. ‘You’re bloody joking? My mum? 
You’re about as much like her as a bucket of dead slugs.’ 

Chester began to speak to Danforth in a furious whisper, the barrel of the shotgun rammed against the 
man’s temple. 

Stephanie felt Martha’s body tense. 

‘I’m sorry you feel like that, dearie.’ 

Martha pulled the trigger. 

The bolt from the crossbow struck Chester in the back. He didn’t cry out in pain or surprise, but an 
involuntary spasm made him fling his arms out to each side. 

Danforth seized hold of the shotgun, pulling it from the boy’s grip as he folded to the ground. ‘Phew. 
Thank God,’ Danforth whispered, not because he was safe from Chester now, but because if the weapon 
had discharged the Armagi would have come flocking. ‘I have to go. You’ve got things under control 
here?’ he said to Stephanie, speaking so rapidly the words were barely comprehensible. He didn’t wait 
for an answer as he rushed to the corner and slipped out of sight. 

Stephanie swallowed hard. 

She remained in the same position, with the knife pressed to Martha’s throat. ‘Chester,’ she whispered, 
trying to deal with what had just happened as she stared at the motionless boy. The blood drained from 
her head and her vision swam as she thought that she might pass out. 

Then Stephanie felt the disturbed air and caught glimpses of the Brights sweeping close overhead. 
Martha had dropped her crossbow after taking the shot, but she still had the deadliest weapons at her 
disposal; her ‘fairies’ would do anything to protect her. 

It immediately brought Stephanie to her senses. She realised the precarious situation she was in. I am 
not going to die here, she told herself. 

‘Move!’ Stephanie snapped at Martha, quickly heaving the woman across the pavement with her. And 
when Stephanie felt her back was against the wall, she pulled Martha in as close to her as she could, 
making sure she was tucked well behind the portly woman and her tent-like clothes. 

Stephanie knew she might be safe from the Brights for the time being, but she had no idea where she 
was going to go from there. She wondered about the door Danforth and the soldiers had emerged from, but 
she couldn’t see it from where she was. 

Martha was sobbing silently. Stephanie could feel her body shaking against hers. 

‘It’s all right, girly,’ Martha said after a moment, in a rather pathetic voice. ‘I don’t blame you. He 
wasn’t a nice boy. Nothing like my sweet Nathaniel. Nothing.’ 

Stephanie and Martha regarded Chester where he lay, face down, the bolt protruding from his back. 

‘He’s really dead, isn’t he?’ Stephanie asked. 

Martha shrugged, then replied, ‘You have nothing to fear from me. I don’t blame you for anything. You 
and I were both taken in by him.’ 

Stephanie considered this. If what Danforth had said was true — and this was a gamble given his past 
form — it didn’t matter much if the Brights killed her, because they were all going to be dead soon from the 
American missiles anyway. 


‘Okay,’ Stephanie said eventually, removing the knife from Martha’s throat and letting go of her. ‘I’m 
sorry I did that to you, but ...’ 

Martha took several steps to the edge of the pavement. 

She didn’t turn, but slowly stretched her hand with the mangled fingers up into the air, and gave a sad, 
dejected little whistle. 

Here it comes, Stephanie thought, bracing herself. I’m going to end up like those dead soldiers. 

And the Brights did come, but instead of attacking Stephanie, they collected around Martha, enclosing 
her as their wings thrummed the air. 

It was hard to count how many were there, but Stephanie thought it might be all of them, all seven. 

Then, before she knew what was happening, Martha’s feet had lifted from the pavement. 

She rose into the air, borne aloft by her fairies. 

And she rose further and further up into the sky, her head sagging forward onto her chest. Then the 
Brights whisked her away over the buildings, like some Gothic, nightmarish version of Mary Poppins. 

Stephanie almost smiled at the thought. 

Martha Poppins. 

Let’s Go Fly A Bright. 

She knew Chester would have found that amusing. Poor twisted Chester, who had been put through so 
much and lost so much, and been broken by it. 

She found she was staring at his lifeless body, but couldn’t go near it. She had been attracted to him, to 
his recklessness, and maybe deep down she’d believed that she could help him. Save him from himself. 
But now she felt nothing for him. 

And she was hit by the realisation that maybe she was like him. 

Broken. 


Chapter Nineteen 


Am occupied the entire square in front of the cathedral — there were so many it was standing room 
only. They waited silently, their compound eyes turned towards the splintered doors at the entrance. 
As a jet-black Bentley slipped smoothly up the hill from Ludgate Circus, they moved aside to let it 
through. The car horn was sounding insistently as it drew to a halt. 

‘Something happening out front,’ Jiggs reported. He was using his periscope to try to see through the 
cathedral doorway but the massed Armagi made it difficult. ‘I think a limo has just pulled up,’ he said 
incredulously. 

‘Give you one guess who that is,’ Drake said, as Elliott peered through her periscope, but couldn’t see 
very much either. 

“Want me to blat them with the big peashooter?’ Jiggs offered, pointing at the aiming controls for the 
tank’s 120-millimetre cannon. ‘Can’t promise Pll get anywhere close, but it’s worth a try.’ 

They heard the car horn again. 

‘Don’t bother. They’re not that careless,’ Drake said. ‘They wouldn’t show themselves unless there 
was something they wanted.’ 


‘Careless ... very careless,’ Parry said as he watched the doors of the Bentley being flung open. ‘Look at 
them — they can’t have any idea we’re up here. They’ve grown overconfident,’ he whispered. He was 
itching to give the command to his men to open fire, but instead he continued to assess the situation. 
“We’ve got ourselves a full house — the Old Styx, the Rebecca twin, the Styx woman, and ...’ 





Hermione dragged someone from the back of the car. His face was puffy and bruised, and his eyes 
barely open. ‘Make an effort, will you?’ Hermione mocked him as she propped him up against the car, his 
head lolling drunkenly. 


‘My God! It’s Will! Parry whispered. ‘So at least some of them made it back. But he’s been badly 
roughed up. Just hope he didn’t bring any of that supervirus back with him from the inner world if it was 
released. That would really put the cat amongst the pigeons with the Yanks.’ 

‘I heard that,’ Bob said indignantly over Parry’s headset. ‘What supervirus?’ 

‘If you’re going to listen in, keep it zipped,’ Parry told him. ‘Now I want all stations to report to me.’ 

Parry’s earpiece crackled. ‘Confirmed head shot on Styx woman,’ the first of the soldiers said. Then, 
one by one the other snipers on the rooftops all around the cathedral began to update Parry. 

‘Okay, but fingers off triggers,’ he said when they had finished. ‘No action to be taken yet — I repeat — 
no action,’ he told them over the radio. ‘Just make sure you stay zeroed in on those targets, and await my 
word.’ 

‘Parry,’ Eddie prompted him. Two Limiters had appeared from nowhere. They caught Will as 
Hermione pushed him away, then began to drag him in the direction of the cathedral. 

“They’re going to parade Will. That means that there must be others from the team in the tank. They’re 
going to use the boy to bargain with, aren’t they?’ Parry asked, lowering his binoculars to look across at 
Eddie. 

The former Limiter nodded. ‘That’s what I would do.’ 


Strutting around by the car, Hermione began to shout at the cathedral. ‘Hello, hello! Come out to play!’ 

Inside the tank, they all heard her voice, and were looking at each other. 

‘Listen to that. It’s Big Bug, isn’t it?’ Jiggs said. ‘They want a parley. You were right on the money, 
Drake.’ 

‘I know you're there,’ Hermione called. ‘We’ve been tracking that radio signal you’ve very helpfully 
been putting out.’ 

Elliott’s eyes flicked around the floor of the tank until they fell on Will’s Bergen. ‘I’m such an idiot! 


That’s how they found us so quickly. I forgot the beacon was still switched on.’ 

As he continued to peer through the tank’s periscope, Jiggs suddenly gave a small whoop. ‘Yes! I’ve 
got eyeballs on that Styx woman — the one who escaped before we hit the warehouse. Come on, Drake — if 
I roll this heap forward a bit, we can do what we failed to do last time, and blow her into next week.’ 

Drake had managed to get to his feet so he could take Elliott’s place in the commander’s seat. Before he 
could say anything, Jiggs swore. ‘Nope, I’ve lost her. That was a golden opportunity,’ he said. He was 
still peering through his periscope as he breathed in sharply. 

‘Oh, no,’ Drake mumbled. 

“What is it?’ Elliott asked. There was an ominous silence as she waited for one of them to answer. 

“Tell me what it is!’ Elliott burst out, not able to stand the suspense any longer. 

Drake took his face away from the periscope, and simply looked at her. ‘Bad news, I’m afraid,’ he 
said. 

Elliott pushed Drake aside to see. Will was being supported by one of the Limiters, while the other was 
staring at the tank over the heads of the Armagi. ‘What have they done to him?’ she said. 

‘Don’t be bashful. Join me out here, won’t you?’ Hermione shouted. ‘Will is dying to see you.’ 

Elliott lost sight of Will as the Limiters took him away. 

“They’ve moved him,’ she said to Drake. ‘We have to find out what the Styx woman wants.’ 

‘Don’t be daft,’ Drake said. ‘There’s no way I’m letting you put a foot outside this tank, let alone 
outside the cathedral.’ 

“They’ve got Will out there!’ Elliott yelled at him. She couldn’t stop herself from crying, but then took a 
breath as she tried to gain control of herself again. ‘The Styx woman might be prepared to do a deal. They 
always want to do deals.’ 

‘Sure, and they always renege on them. No, if anyone’s going outside, it should be me,’ Drake argued. 
‘I don’t have that long. If they waste me, it’s purely a timing difference.’ 

‘No, you don’t understand,’ Elliott said, examining the glowing sceptre, then locking eyes with Drake. 
She was only beginning to understand it herself. ‘I need to go out there. It’s the only way to stop this 
madness. I really think I can stop it.’ 

Jiggs suddenly sat bolt upright. ‘Listen to this,’ he said, indicating a speaker by his head and then 
leaning over to turn the volume up. ‘It’s being sent over to the tank’s shortwave radio.’ 

The radio signal wasn’t that strong and there were occasional drop-outs, but the message was clear 
enough: ‘... speaking to the occupants of the Challenger inside St Paul’s. I don’t know who you are, but 
you’ve got one of my VLF beacons with you. Be aware that the commander has received confirmation 
that the US military are intending to hit London and the South East with nuclear warheads in a matter 
of minutes. If it’s in your power to influence the situation, then you need to act, and act now.’ 

‘That’s Danforth,’ Drake said, frowning at Jiggs. 

‘You won't be able to respond to this. I’m transmit-only from a nearby location. I repeat, I am 
speaking to the occupants of the Challenger ...’ 

‘But whose side is he on now?’ Drake posed. ‘Didn’t he jump ship to the Styx?’ 

‘In which case he’s trying to trick us to go outside,’ Jiggs reasoned. 

‘But he isn’t, is he?’ Drake said. ‘He’s not telling us to do anything other than help, if we can. He’s not 
telling us to leave the tank so the Styx get us. He’s telling us that there’s a nuclear strike coming. Why 
would he do that?’ 

Drake’s mind was working overtime. ‘And the reference to “the commander” is in the message because 
he believes there’s someone in this tank who knows Parry. It’s meant for us.’ 

‘And Parry has connections at that level in the Pentagon,’ Jiggs put in. 


Drake took a breath. ‘Okay, sounds like the tock is clicking and we haven’t got anything to lose ... any 
of us.’ 

“You mean the clock is ticking,’ Jiggs corrected him. 

“Whatever. And I’d really rather not ruin this wonderful suntan with more radiation. I’ve already had 
more than my fair share for this year,’ Drake muttered, placing his hand on the locking handle of the main 
hatch. He turned to Elliott, fixing her with a stare. ‘Do you mean what you say about going out there? 
You’re prepared to meet them?’ 

She nodded grimly. ‘I have to go out — not just because of Will, but because I need to stop this.’ 

‘Right, let’s you and me join the dance,’ he said to Elliott. 


The Limiters had hauled Will back to the Bentley. They threw him on the bonnet, flipping him over onto 
his back. He was moving dazedly, and trying to speak but not making any sound. 

‘Leave him. Pll take it from here,’ Hermione told the Limiters. She extended one of her insect limbs, 
pinning Will down on the bonnet with her pincers against his chest, although he was in no state to go 
anywhere. 

As soon as Drake and Elliott had jumped from the tank, the Armagi stepped back so that there was a 
passage all the way down the nave to the main entrance. Keeping very close to each other, the two of them 
edged along it, the Armagi keeping their distance. It was more than just Elliott’s blood protecting Drake 
this time. 

And as the two of them emerged from the cathedral and out onto the top of the steps, the Armagi on the 
forecourt also parted so that there was a corridor all the way to the car. Drake and Elliott could see who 
was waiting for them at the Bentley ... and see Will spreadeagled on its bonnet. 


‘My son,’ Parry said, as he’d watched Drake emerge from the cathedral and step into the daylight. ‘He’s 
still alive!’ 

‘And my daughter too,’ Eddie said, as he spotted Elliott at his side. 

‘He doesn’t look good,’ Parry observed as he increased the magnification on his binoculars to see his 
son more clearly. 

“They must know Will’s as good as dead? So why are they both putting themselves in the firing line like 
this?’ Eddie said. ‘Unless they know the situation is desperate.’ 

‘Danforth must have done his stuff,’ Parry said. Changing to a separate frequency on his radio headset, 
he asked, ‘You managed it, then? Where are you?’ 

Danforth was halfway up the stairs to the entrance of the subway, pressed up against the wall, a radio 
transmitter still in his hands. All he could see out on the pavement were the lower limbs of the numerous 
Armagi assembled there. ‘I couldn’t get all the way,’ he replied to Parry, but ’ ve done what I can. I tried 
to send a message to the tank’s shortwave receiver, and I just pray they heard it.’ 

‘I think they did. My son and Elliott appeared outside the cathedral a few seconds ago,’ Parry said, and 
checked his watch. ‘Keep in touch. We haven’t got long,’ 


‘Ah, my two jolly renegades,’ Hermione said to Drake and Elliott. ‘I assumed it had to be you, going by 
the reports from the British Museum. My guys,’ she said, waving an arm at the sea of Armagi, ‘gave me a 
description of you.’ 

Drake and Elliott slowly made their way down to the bottom of the steps at the front of the cathedral. 

“You don’t need that weapon,’ Hermione told Drake. ‘Lose it now, or the boy gets his throat torn out.’ 
She pressed her claw down on Will’s chest and he moaned loudly. 

Drake shrugged, then threw down his Beretta. It rattled across the pavement, the only noise in the whole 


place. 

‘Good. Now don’t be bashful. Come and join in with the fun,’ Hermione ordered them. 

With the two Limiters now on either side of them, the Old Styx and Rebecca Two were standing 
together beside the Bentley. They said nothing — the Styx woman was clearly running the show. 

‘Right, that’s far enough. Stop there,’ Hermione ordered Drake and Elliott. ‘Was there anyone else in 
the tank with you?’ 

“What do you want to talk about?’ Drake asked her. 

‘Answer me first,’ the Styx woman insisted, then almost immediately let the point go. ‘No, I see that it 
was just the two of you.’ Drake and Elliott wheeled around to see a Limiter at the entrance of the 
cathedral behind them. He’d obviously been inside to check the tank. 

If either Elliott or Drake was in a less desperate predicament, they might have marvelled at Jiggs’ 
ability to completely blend into any situation he found himself in. As it was, there wasn’t time to dwell on 
it. 

“Tell us what you want,’ Drake repeated. 

‘I don’t want anything, and you’re in no position to ask for anything, are you?’ Hermione replied. ‘I just 
thought your half-breed bitch would like a front row seat as I consummate my union with her beau here.’ 

‘Let Will go,’ Drake said. 

‘Oh, I intend to,’ Hermione said. ‘In two shakes of a puppy dog’s tail.’ She was rather difficult to 
understand as the tip of the fleshy tube poked from her mouth and twirled energetically. As she threw 
herself on top of Will, the tube extended fully from between her lips and pushed its way deep into his 
mouth. 

Drake and Elliott watched in horror as the muscles in the ovipositor contracted, and a large egg sac 
quickly squeezed down it. Will was coughing and choking and trying to resist, but then it was done. 

The eggs had been deposited deep inside him. 

‘That’s for slaughtering all my babies in the warehouse,’ Hermione said, as she straightened up and 
wiped away the fluids that dangled in glutinous skeins from her black lips with the back of her wrist. ‘Oh, 
I’ve been saving that pod for a red-letter day like this. Only the very bestest and greediest Armagi will do 
for naughty Billy Burrows. The little darlings inside him are so ravenous, they’ll be gobbling up his 
insides before you can say ... eat your heart out.’ 

Elliott was white-faced with shock, but Drake was shaking with anger. 

“We did what you asked. We left the tank and came out here,’ he growled, striding forward. ‘You could 
have spared Will that suffering. So help me, I’m going to take you apart with my bare hands, you 
abomination!’ 

Hermione cackled unpleasantly. ‘God, you flesh bags are so petulant and so bloody t-e-d-i-o-u-s.’ 

With a whiplash motion of her raised insect limb, she made a sound like someone snapping their 
fingers. 

Two shots rang out almost simultaneously with each other, their reports echoing from the buildings. 

As the bullets caught him in mid stride, Drake dropped onto one knee. He clutched his hand to his chest, 
blood pouring from the twin wounds. 

‘Drake!’ Elliott was beside him in an instant, helping him down to the pavement. 


‘He’s hit,’ Parry said, hardly breathing as he spoke. ‘My son’s down.’ 

There was crackling over the radio but no one said a word, waiting for Parry’s orders. 

Eddie reached a hand out to him, taking hold of his arm for a moment. ‘I’m sorry, Parry, but ...’ he 
whispered. 


‘Oh, yes,’ Parry said, struggling to make himself focus. ‘All positions ... hold your fire.” He was 
watching as Elliott knelt beside his mortally wounded son, a small figure amongst all the Armagi. 

‘That’s why they’re so relaxed,’ Eddie said. ‘They’ve got men in position in the buildings all around. 
Those shots weren’t from any of the Limiters on the ground.’ 

“You’re right,’ Parry replied, and wasted no time in addressing his men again over the radio. ‘Did 
anyone get the location of those Styx sharpshooters? Check all the facing windows, and check them 
carefully — there are bound to be several teams round the place, maybe even on the floors below you. On 
my orders, I want them taken out. Got that — I want every single one of them slotted.’ 

Eddie met eyes with Parry, who nodded once. One had lost his son, the other was likely to lose his 
daughter. 

Then they again turned their attention to the cathedral square. 

The situation was so tense that no one on the roof with Parry noticed as Captain Franz slipped away, 
then ran all the way downstairs to the street. 


“You idiot,’ Elliott said tenderly, as she cradled Drake’s head in her lap. “You knew how it would turn 
out. So what did you do that for?’ she asked, tears trickling down her face. 

Drake grimaced as the pain gripped him. ‘To buy you some breathing space to ...’ he whispered, ‘... to 
do whatever you’re going to do. Do it now, girlfriend, and do it for me ... for all of us.’ 

‘But I don’t ...” she began, catching herself as she saw how close to death he was. 

He started to choke. 

‘I can’t think of a joke,’ he said. 

He let out his last breath. 

Elliott carefully lowered his head to the pavement and rose to her feet, a look of sheer determination on 
her face. 

And no one noticed as she took advantage of the opportunity Drake had given her, sliding a hand 
beneath her coat to the small of her back. Neither Hermione nor any of the other Styx had any idea what 
was tucked into her belt. But Elliott knew what she had there; she could feel it, feel the sceptre, as if it 
was willing her to take it out, willing her to use it. 

She began towards Hermione. 

Hermione gave Elliott a sneering glance. ‘I just need to deal with this half-breed bitch, then we’re all 
done here. Nice to tie up some loose ends, and not before time.’ Hermione turned to Rebecca Two and the 
Old Styx. ‘Any reason you can think of why we need her alive?’ 

Neither Rebecca Two nor the Old Styx said anything. 

‘Fine, then it’s night-night and sweet dreams for the Drain Baby,’ Hermione announced. 

She raised her insect limb, ready to snap it again. 

“Your sister died the worst death you can imagine,’ Elliott suddenly said to Hermione, a cold smile on 
her face. ‘Vane would have been covered in buboes, all over her body. You can’t imagine the pain when 
they burst from the pus and blood in them, but what got her in the end was the fluid in her lungs. From the 
lesions. She would have drowned in it.’ 

Elliott threw a glance at the Old Styx. ‘Every single one of your men in the inner world went that way. 
You see, there’s a virus down there, and it’s still there, spread by the birds.’ 

“That’s as may be,’ Hermione said, her words clipped with her anger. ‘But who cares, because this 
world is almost back in our hands again.’ 

Elliott ignored her, speaking instead to Rebecca Two. ‘And let me tell you about your sister,’ she said. 
‘She was burnt to a crisp by the nuclear explosion. Jiggs found her, but when he tried to examine her, one 


of her arms just broke off. She’d been turned to charcoal.’ 

Rebecca Two said nothing, averting her eyes as Elliott took another step towards Hermione. 

‘And you ... what’s so messed up is this world has always been in your hands,’ Elliott said. “There’s 
no need for any of this.’ 

“What are you talking about?’ Hermione snarled. 

“You won’t remember — no Styx does — but many millions of years ago, our ancestors came to this solar 
system in a huge ship.’ 

Hermione gave a derisive snort. ‘Ship? What ship?’ 

“The ship that you’re ... we’re ... everyone’s standing on right now.’ 

“What — you mean the Earth?’ Hermione said, her voice rising with incredulity. 

‘That’s right,’ Elliott confirmed. ‘You see, all that time ago, some of the atmosphere leaked out from the 
centre, and we came Topsoil to put things right. But we never made it back, and with no one to helm the 
ship, it drifted into orbit around the sun. We were never meant to stay here.’ 

‘That’s a very imaginative little tale — trying to buy yourself some time, are you?’ It hadn’t escaped 
Hermione’s notice that Elliott was including herself in references to the Styx. ‘And you evidently think 
you’re one of us now? It’s a little late in the game to switch teams.’ 

Ignoring the remark, Elliott indicated the massed ranks of Armagi all around her. ‘In the beginning we 
looked more like that ... and Styx and humans worked and lived together inside the ship, because we’d 
brought them on the journey with us.’ 

‘I really don’t need to hear any more of this drivel,’ Hermione said, snapping her insect limb as she’d 
done before. 

The noise, like the single click of a castanet, reverberated around the place. But, to Hermione’s 
bewilderment, none of the Limiters had taken a shot. Elliott was still standing there. 

The girl smiled at Hermione’s confusion. ‘We only began to resemble humans after our last Phase ... to 
resemble the species that we’d bred and reared to serve us. Pretty ironic, isn’t it?’ 

Hermione snapped her limb again, and then again, growing more and more irate. 

What she hadn’t seen was the Limiter sharpshooters being sniped. Parry had given the order, and his 
men on the rooftops had successfully put the three Limiter teams out of action before they’d had a chance 
to fire even a single shot at Elliott. 

Hermione had stopped clicking her limb and was frowning. 

‘Anything wrong?’ Elliott asked her. 

“You! You’re wrong!’ Hermione screeched, swinging to the Old Styx and then the two Limiters on the 
cathedral steps. ‘And you,’ she shouted at them. ‘Do the honours, will you, and shut this tiresome bitch up 
once and for all? She’s boring me stiff.’ 

The Old Styx produced a handgun at the same time as the two Limiters brought up their long rifles. 

There were sounds like distant whispers. 

The Old Styx was thrown forward onto the ground, a neat hole in the back of his head. Rebecca Two 
jumped back from beside him in surprise. 

And the two Limiters on the cathedral steps were also knocked off their feet by powerful sniper rounds 
from Parry’s men. 

‘Damn,’ Hermione muttered, as if their deaths were as bothersome as breaking a fingernail. 

Elliott knew the sound of a silenced sniper rifle only too well. She realised then that she wasn’t alone, 
that she had friends out there. 

She raised her hand above her head, calling out, ‘Don’t shoot her!’ She pointed at Hermione. ‘Leave 
her to me!’ 


‘Get back in the car, you little fool! Don’t just stand there!’ Hermione screamed at Rebecca Two, who 
showed no sign that she was going anywhere. Hermione scowled at her, then turned on Elliott. ‘At least I 
can rely on the Armagi to do what I tell them.’ 

She began to beat her insect limbs together, faster and faster. 

Not a single Armagi moved a muscle. They were simply standing there in their droves, watching, 

“What is wrong with them?’ Hermione complained. 

“You just don’t get it, do you?’ Elliott said, ‘They won’t attack me because I’m the same as you. I have 
your blood in my veins. I’m just as much Styx as you are.’ 

‘If you want anything doing properly, you have to do it yourself,’ Hermione grumbled. 

The Styx woman launched at Elliott. 

But the girl didn’t just stay put. 

She went to meet Hermione. 

As they came together, Hermione lashed at Elliott’s eyes with her insect limbs, but she got more than 
she’d bargained for. 

Elliott cried out, the skin tearing apart between her shoulders. 

And from the base of her neck, a pair of insect limbs snapped open to their full length. Like something 
newborn, they were speckled with blood. And they were also brown and far lighter in colour than 
Hermione’s shiny black legs. 

But they were every bit as strong. 

Elliott’s new pair of limbs caught Hermione’s in their pincers, stopping the Styx woman in her tracks, 
and effortlessly holding her off. 

Hermione was speechless. 


‘Parry,’ Bob said over the headset. ‘Two minutes to impact.’ 

“You’ve launched already? Aren’t you watching the video feed?’ Parry rumbled. ‘You have to abort.’ 

‘Sure, we’re watching, and we’re sharing it with the governments of all the other countries throughout 
the world,’ Bob replied. ‘But there’s been no change to the status. Our drones are showing that the Armagi 
are still moving out to sea.’ 

‘T’ll see what I can do,’ Parry said. 


“What are you doing here?’ Danforth asked Captain Franz suspiciously as the New Germanian appeared 
by his side, out of breath and looking very nervous. Although he’d have rather been anywhere else but 
down in the pedestrian subway, Danforth had remained there in case there was anything more he could do 
to help. Although he couldn’t actually see for himself how events were unfolding outside the cathedral, he 
was picking up most of what he needed to know on the main channel of the headset. But nobody had 
warned him that Captain Franz was joining him. 

The New Germanian had caught his breath and was about to answer when Danforth was buzzed by 
Parry. He listened to what he was being told for a moment, then turned to the New Germanian. 

‘This is going to be fun,’ he whispered, his expression far from enthusiastic. ‘Because I’m going out 
there now.’ Danforth pointed at the throng of Armagi they could see at the top of the steps. ‘I’d be very 
grateful if you’d hang on to these for me, although I don’t know if P11 be coming back.’ He handed the man 
his shortwave radio and another device he’d been using. 

He readied himself, then climbed the steps, at the last moment putting on a turn of speed. As he emerged 
from the subway, he was shouting, ‘Excuse me! Excuse me!’ as if he was trying to get through a crowd in 
Oxford Street rather than a scrum of fearsome creatures. 


Elliott and Hermione were still locked together, holding each other at bay with their insect limbs. 

‘Let him through,’ Elliott shouted, as soon as she heard Danforth. 

But Danforth didn’t want to come through and was looking around himself warily. One of the Armagi 
he’d barged out of the way opened its mouthparts and rattled them together, its inhuman eyes staring at 
him. ‘Oh, hello,’ Danforth said to it, taking a rapid step back. Then he quickly clambered on top of the 
railings by the entrance to the subway, so he could see over the heads of all the other Armagi. 

‘Um ... sorry to butt in,’ he said apologetically to Elliott. ‘But Parry wants you to know we’ve only got 
a couple of minutes before the first missile hits us here.’ 

As Danforth ducked from view, Will moaned loudly. He was still lying on the bonnet of the Bentley, but 
was obviously in the most terrible pain as he gripped his stomach and tried to roll over. 

Hermione laughed. ‘My little darlings are feeding, your boyfriend’s dying, and even if you can do 
something about all that, there’s no way you can stop us spreading. I’ve sent the Armagi out, and it seems 
you’re about to be vaporised by your American friends.’ She laughed again, high and clear. ‘There’ll be 
no one left to recall the Armagi swarm. You’re too late.’ 

“You’re wrong about that,’ Elliott said. 

Still holding Hermione off, Elliott slipped out the sceptre from the small of her back that she’d been 
holding in readiness there. 

“What are you doing?’ Hermione asked. 

Gripping the sceptre with both hands, Elliott didn’t answer as, just as she’d done before, she twisted it 
halfway along the shaft. 

The blue light flickered, then turned red. But that wasn’t all. As Elliott held it out, the sceptre began a 
transformation, rapidly increasing in length. And at one end, three prongs appeared, all in the same 
smooth grey material. 

“What the hell is that?’ Hermione demanded. 

‘This,’ Elliott said, holding the trident up, ‘puts a stop to your madness.’ 

‘Elliott, if you’re going to do something, you’ve got to do it now!’ Parry’s voice boomed from the 
rooftop through a loudhailer. 

‘Got you!’ she shouted back. 

Still holding Hermione off with her insect limbs, Elliott raised the trident. 

‘Time we all went home,’ she said. 

She brought the trident down, striking the bottom of the shaft hard on the pavement. 

Red light flooded her vision. It came from inside the cathedral, where the blue hemisphere had changed 
colour, then burst out through the ruined roof, until the whole sky turned blood red. For several seconds 
everything was suffused with a rosy glow, as if the sunset of all sunsets had come, but long before the end 
of day. 

Then, as if an earthquake had struck, the ground began to shake. Whether they were on the rooftops or 
on the ground, everyone around the cathedral felt it. 

The tremor subsided as quickly as it had begun. 

There was a beat when everyone breathed a sigh of relief that it was over, and that they hadn’t been 
hurt. 

Then came a sound as if a million tons of fish had hit the ground, and the Armagi — every single one of 
them — disintegrated. 

They didn’t even have time to turn back into human form. The whole place was awash with oily pieces 
of their transparent bodies as they slopped across the road and the paved forecourt of the cathedral. 


‘Parry, what the bejesus was that?’ Bob’s anxious voice came over the radio. ‘We saw that red light all 
the way out here. And we also experienced some sort of seismic event. Tell me your people weren’t 
responsible for that.’ 

‘Frankly, Bob, I haven’t the faintest idea what just happened,’ Parry replied. ‘But look at the Armagi. I 
reckon it’s time to call off that missile strike now.’ 

Bob didn’t answer. 


Captain Franz poked his head out from entrance of the subway. 

Right away Rebecca Two spotted her New Germanian officer and called to him. He began to run 
frantically towards her, slipping and falling over several times in the sea of oily Armagi body parts. 

‘Oh, great, that’s all I need,’ Hermione muttered, but she was more intent on Elliott’s trident. 

Danforth suddenly appeared beside them, his pistol drawn. ‘I’ll keep an eye on Big Bug for you,’ he 
offered to Elliott. 

‘Thanks,’ the girl said, releasing the Styx woman, then stretching her new insect limbs in the air. ‘I was 
beginning to get cramp.’ 

“What is that?’ Hermione asked Elliott, still staring at the trident. ‘Some kind of weapon?’ 

Elliott held it up. ‘Is it beginning to come back now? Are you beginning to remember? Because it all 
started ... and ended with this.’ She held up the trident to consider it for a moment, then shook her head. 
“We were stranded up here on the surface when this was taken from us. Who knows how it happened — 
maybe the humans rebelled against us or something,’ she said with a shrug. ‘And without us there to 
control it, our ship never continued on its journey. Over the billions of years we ... we Styx ... simply 
forgot who we were.’ 

‘I don’t feel ...” Hermione said, staggering slightly, but Elliott had left her, rushing over to Will’s side. 

Jiggs had already crept out from where he’d been hiding and was tending to Will. He’d torn the boy’s 
shirt open and was examining his abdomen and chest. Then, diving into his medic’s bag, he quickly 
administered a phial of morphine to him. ‘That’ ll help with the pain,’ he said. 

‘How is he?’ Elliott asked. 

Jiggs shrugged. ‘We need to open him up and get the Styx larvae out.’ He looked around at what was 
left of the Armagi. ‘We can’t take the risk that they’re not still alive, and even if they are dead we need to 
find out what damage they’ ve already done.’ 

‘I need a moment with him,’ Elliott said. 

‘I...’ Jiggs began, unwilling to leave the boy. 

‘Just give me a moment,’ Elliott insisted. 

There was something about her that made Jiggs obey without question. 

Elliott took hold of Will, shaking him by the shoulders. ‘Will, you have to wake up.’ 

He coughed hard, blood and froth from his lungs speckling the sheer black of the Bentley’s bonnet. 

‘Come on, Will, please. I haven’t got long,’ she begged, shaking him again. 

Then his eyes flicked open. ‘God, it hurts,’ he groaned, his face tensing with the pain. 

‘I know,’ she said. 

‘Elliott, it’s you,’ he said, as he realised who had hold of him. ‘What happened?’ As he managed to 
focus on her, he caught sight of one of her insect legs as it twitched over her shoulder. ‘That’s new,’ he 
said, then laughed as the morphine began to take effect. ‘Hey, are you in fancy dress?’ 

And although Will’s sight was rather blurred and he wasn’t seeing clearly, his question wasn’t that 
outlandish. 

If Dr Burrows had been there, he too would have had something to say about Elliott’s appearance: the 


trident, the crimson glow it was emitting, and the insect limb poised behind her that Will had mistaken for 
a tail. 

If all that hadn’t been symbolic enough, there was also the fact that the Styx had their origins at the 
centre of the Earth, where a small but fiery sun never stopped burning. Taken all together, it would more 
than likely have prompted Dr Burrows to spout forth about the devil meme in the human subconscious. 

But Dr Burrows wasn’t there. 

And his son was hardly in a condition to think rationally. 

‘Is it Halloween?’ Will asked, chuckling outrageously as the morphine did its stuff. 

‘No, it’s not Halloween,’ Elliott answered patiently. ‘And you have to listen to me. I want you to 
remember what I’m about to tell you. Concentrate, Will, because I don’t have much time.’ 


Parry finished speaking to Bob, then turned to Eddie. “They’ve put a hold on the strike for the moment. All 
the images from the drones are indicating that the Armagi swarm is over.’ Parry briefed everyone over the 
radio, and there were cheers and shouts from the rooftops all around the place. But as Parry came off the 
radio, he was staring at Eddie. ‘What’s wrong?’ 

‘I don’t know,’ Eddie replied. He had his hand raised in front of him, his fingers splayed. 

As Parry watched, it was as if Eddie was blurred, vibrating, like a piece of film when it’s out of the 
sprocket but still running through a projector. And on the roof around Parry the same thing was happening 
to Eddie’s men. 

And to Rebecca Two. 

And to Hermione. 

And to Elliott. 

But Elliott had been prepared for it. 

Glancing up, she saw Stephanie approaching from the pedestrian subway, Martha’s knife still in her 
hand. 

‘I think someone’s coming to see you,’ she said to Will, but not vindictively. 

‘No, stay. Please,’ Will said weakly, trying to hold on to Elliott. 

‘I can’t. Anyway, you wouldn’t want me like this,’ Elliott said, her insect limbs twitching behind her. 

‘I don’t care. I...’ Will trailed off, barely conscious as his hands slipped from Elliott. 

‘Goodbye, Will,’ she said softly to him, leaning over him to kiss him on the forehead. Then she turned 
from the Bentley and took a few steps across the pavement. She was peering up at the top of the building 
where her father and Parry were. 

‘Dad!’ she shouted at the top of her voice. 

‘Here,’ Danforth said, offering her his headset. 

She took it from him and quickly put it on. 

‘Dad, can you hear me?’ she asked. 

‘Elliott,’ he acknowledged, waving from the edge of the roof. 

‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘It was all or nothing,’ she said, staring up at him. ‘If I hadn’t activated the recall, 
it would have all been over anyway, not just for us, but for the rest of the planet too.’ She shook her head, 
her expression sad. ‘There wasn’t anything else I could do.’ 

“Well, you did it, Elliott. You stopped it,’ Eddie said, brimming with pride for his daughter. There was 
a pause before he asked, ‘Recall ?’ 

Elliott never replied. 

She, her father, and every Styx on the surface of the Earth began to blur out in a haze of red. 

They were simply vanishing into thin air. 


‘Rebecca!’ Captain Franz shouted desperately from the back of the Bentley. Sensing that something was 
happening to her, the Styx twin had stepped from the car, then promptly begun to disappear. The New 
Germanian threw himself at where Rebecca Two had been, trying to clutch at her as the red blur faded 
away. But for all the good it did him, he might as well have been trying to catch smoke. As there was 
nothing to stop him, he fell on his face, sliding in the oily mess left by the Armagi, and then he just lay 
there, sobbing uncontrollably. 


And other than his sobs, there was nothing but a stunned silence all around the cathedral. 


Chapter Twenty 


A Will came to, he found he was lying in bed. A real bed, with a mattress and a pillow, and the feel 
of starched sheets against his skin. And there was pain, lots of it, mostly in his stomach and chest. 

He let out a groan, not because of how he felt, but because he needed to know that he was really awake. 
Then he groaned again, louder this time, and managed to open his eyes. He had a glimpse of sunlight 
through a window, and at the same time became aware of someone sitting beside him in a chair. Whoever 
it was, they were holding his hand. They were speaking to him, but he couldn’t hear what they were 
saying. 

‘Elliott?’ he asked, trying to see. 

And then he thought that he could make out the shadowy outline of a second person behind the first. 
‘Chester ... is that you, Chester?’ 

‘It’s just me, Steph,’ came the reply, and after a moment, ‘and .... no, Chester isn’t here.’ 

It took Will a few seconds to process this. Then he managed to open his eyes again and focus on her. 
Her red hair was clean and perfect, and she was smiling. She radiated beauty, just like she had when he’d 
first met her on Parry’s estate. It felt to Will as though he’d gone back in time. 

‘Oh, hi,’ he said, pretending to cough so he had an excuse to pull his hand away from her. ‘Where’s 
Elliott?’ he asked croakily. His mouth was chronically dry, so he began to reach towards the jug and 
plastic cup on the bedside cabinet. 

“Water?’ she anticipated. ‘Let me get you some. You must be, like, so thirsty.’ 

He tried to sit up to take the glass from her, but the stabbing pain in his abdomen put a stop to that. 

‘No,’ she said, “you mustn’t try to move.’ 

With Stephanie’s assistance, Will drank the water greedily. ‘Where am I?’ he asked between mouthfuls. 

‘Hospital. They’ve got it working again. They’ve even got the electricity back on now, but they hadn’t 
when they did your operation here.’ 

‘Operation?’ he repeated, the water going down the wrong way and making him cough, for real this 
time. ‘Why, what did they do to me?’ 

Then it started to come back to him. He remembered the Armagi and Hermione, and then — but only 
very vaguely — what happened on the bonnet of the black Bentley. 

‘Look, I should let Parry know you’re awake. All right?’ Stephanie said. She seemed in a hurry to leave 
the room. 

It wasn’t Parry that appeared a few moments later, but someone else. Will was rather startled as he 
hadn’t heard anyone come in, and all of a sudden there was a man standing at the end of the bed. 

‘How are you doing, Will?’ Jiggs asked. 

“Who are you? Will asked, narrowing his eyes at the unfamiliar figure, with his unkempt beard and 
grubby-looking fatigues. ‘You’re not a doctor, are you? Where’s Parry?’ 


‘He’ll be here soon. And no, I’m not a doctor,’ Jiggs laughed. ‘I forget that you and I haven’t really met 
before, not formally. I’m Jiggs. You might have seen me before, but it would have been just for a moment 
... on the edge of the pore in the inner world.’ 

Will didn’t answer. 

‘It’s funny — I know you so well, but you don’t know me. I came on that mission to seal the inner world 
off, with you and Drake and Sweeney and the rest of the team, and the time I’m talking about is when I 
ambushed a pair of Limiters,’ Jiggs said, trying to help Will out. ‘Don’t you remember at all? I took out 
the first Limiter with a ...’ Jiggs made a slashing motion across his throat, ‘and carried the second one 
over into the pore with me.’ 

Will was squinting at the rather nondescript man with his darting, alert eyes. ‘Oh, yes, Jiggs. Of course. 
You’re the invisible man,’ he said. ‘Hello.’ 

They shook hands, which was a little peculiar after all that they’d been through at the same time, but not 
quite together. 

‘I’ve spoken to Parry and he’s on his way,’ Jiggs said. ‘He’s got his work cut out for him right now. You 
know he’s filling in as Prime Minister in the emergency government until they can get things back on 
track.’ 

Will was staring through the window, feeling somewhat detached from everything. ‘More of it is 
coming back to me ... more of what happened at the end,’ he said quietly. ‘She’s gone, hasn’t she?’ 

“Yes, Elliott, and all the Styx — they sort of disappeared,’ Jiggs confirmed. 

‘She told me she was going away. And, unless I’ve dreamt it, she had ...” Will wasn’t sure how to put 
it, so he tried to indicate a pair of insect legs by pointing behind his head. 

‘She did. When she was in the tank with Drake and me, she complained about pain in her neck. But it 
never occurred to me that ...’ Jiggs trailed off. 

‘And Drake?’ Will asked all of a sudden. ‘I heard his voice after that Styx woman dragged me out of 
the car, and then .... were there shots?’ 

Jiggs nodded. ‘That was it for Drakey, I’m sorry to say. But he’d been so badly irradiated when the 
bomb in the pore went off, he didn’t have much time left anyway.’ 

Shaking his head slowly, Will didn’t speak for a second. ‘And what about Chester?’ he asked, very 
reluctantly, because he thought he already knew the answer. Otherwise his friend would have been there at 
his bedside too. 

Jiggs shifted uneasily as he answered. ‘No, he didn’t make it either. I’m afraid he was set on a collision 
course with Danforth. You see, the death of Chester’s parents was never intended and very unfortunate. 
But Danforth was no traitor. Far from it. In his out-there, superclever-supercrazy mind, he’d figured we 
were ona hiding to nothing, and had cooked up a plan so he could infiltrate the Styx. And it worked, up to 
a point.’ 

Will was silent for a moment. ‘So did Danforth kill him?’ 

‘No, surprisingly enough, it was Martha.’ 

‘Martha!’ Will said with surprise. 

“Yes. She turned up with a bevy of Brights as her personal escort-cum-hit squad. Seems Chester and 
Martha went off together, but then had a falling-out. You should ask Danforth or Stephanie about it — they 
were both there when it happened.’ 

‘That’s just terrible. Poor Chester,’ Will said. He could hardly bring himself to think about the loss of 
his friend. ‘It was because of me that he got into all this in the first place,’ Will added, almost in a 
whisper. 

‘Don’t do that to yourself,’ Jiggs said firmly. ‘You can’t beat yourself up over him. The way it played 


out with the Styx, not one of us was safe. Nobody knows yet precisely how many casualties this country 
has suffered, but it runs into the millions.’ 

A twin-bladed helicopter thundered past the building, so close that the windows vibrated. Jiggs was 
grateful for the opportunity to change the subject as he turned to see the large palette of crates strung 
below the aircraft on ropes. ‘Good — that looks like more medical supplies for us. The Americans are 
here in force now, and bending over backwards to be helpful,’ he said. ‘Considering they were seconds 
away from blowing us all to kingdom come with a nuclear strike, I suppose it’s the least they can do.’ 

‘Nuclear strike? Really?’ Will echoed. ‘I missed so much,’ he said again. ‘After the Armagi got me.’ 

‘Only to be expected,’ Jiggs said. ‘They wouldn’t exactly have handled you with kid gloves. And, 
besides, Hermione needed you out of it when she shoved those Armagi larvae down your gullet.’ 

‘So I really had those things in me?’ Will said with a shiver, glancing down at his stomach. 

“Yes, and I was first on the scene. I had no option but to ...’ Jiggs hesitated. 

‘Please. I want to know,’ Will urged him. 

Jiggs was still hesitant. ‘Maybe it would be insensitive of me to tell you anything more. Are you really 
sure you want all the gory details?’ 

‘Don’t worry,’ Will said, trying to smile but achieving something more akin to a grimace. ‘After what 
I’ve been put through over the last couple of years, P m not sure anything much can get to me now.’ 

‘Righty ho,’ Jiggs said. ‘Well, I figured I had to take immediate action after Bug Lady impregnated you 
outside St Paul’s, and I was the nearest person with any sort of medical training.’ 

‘I was choking a lot, wasn’t I?’ Will whispered, putting a hand to his throat. 

“You were,’ Jiggs confirmed. ‘And after the grubs were deposited inside you, your body quickly began 
to shut down, so I filled you up with morphine. The golden rule with any major trauma like that is to 
medicate immediately against the shock.’ 

‘I think I sort of remember ... it was beginning to hurt like hell, and Elliott was with me too, wasn’t 
she?’ Will said. 

Jiggs nodded. ‘For a while. Anyway, we had to operate on you, there and then, in a tent on the forecourt 
of St Paul’s. We had no option but to act quickly because we had no way of knowing if the grubs had 
hatched out of the egg sac or not, or even if they were still in you.’ 

Jiggs held his hand sideways to Will to emphasise the point he was about to make. ‘You see, there 
seems to have been a dividing line between the Styx, who magically did a disappearing act, and the 
Armagi, who degraded into a rather foul-smelling, fishy mass.’ 

Will pulled a face. 

‘Anyway, I opened you up pretty sharpish, and found that the grubs had all died, but not before they’d 
begun to feed. So I located and removed each of them, stopped the bleeding and patched you up the best I 
could. Then you were evac-ed here in a chopper, where a doctor opened you up again. You see, the dead 
grubs had degraded in you, leaving behind not just organic matter but other chemicals — enzymes, I 
suppose — which had to be painstakingly swabbed out, because we didn’t know what effect they might 
have.’ 

‘So I’m okay now?’ Will asked. 

‘The doctor believes so. Although you’re not quite out of the woods yet. There’s always a risk of 
infection, which is why you’re dosed to the gills with antibiotics, and he’s left some drains in place.’ 

Jiggs pointed at the clear plastic tubes that hung over the side of Will’s mattress. 

“They come from me? Can I see?’ the boy asked, peering down at his front. 

Jiggs blew through his lips. ‘Are you sure you want to?’ 

Will nodded. 


‘Okay,’ Jiggs said, lifting the sheet aside. He peeled back a large rectangle of bandage-like material 
that was across Will’s body. There was a massive incision all the way from the boy’s breastbone to his 
midriff, held together with monstrous black stitches that looked as though if you cut them he would simply 
burst open. And then there were the tubes running from inside the incision. 

‘Oh,’ Will said. He hadn’t expected it to be so dramatic. 

“Yes, and I apologise that the incision isn’t neater, but I only had my old pocket knife on me at the time,’ 
Jiggs said. 

Will looked up at him, but the man was smiling. 

‘Only kidding,’ Jiggs laughed. ‘You’re going to have one blinder of a scar there to show the girls wh 
—,’ he added, catching himself as he realised how Will must be feeling about Elliott. 

Jiggs put the bandage back in place, then laid the sheet over Will again. ‘Actually, old man, you’re a bit 
of a rarity, because as far as we know, nobody else who’s been impregnated by the Styx has ever 
survived.’ 

“Why doesn’t that make me feel any better?’ Will said. 


Chapter Twenty-one 


: here she is! Kill the little bitch!’ Hermione screeched, trying to get up at the same time as jabbing 
one of her pincers in Elliott’s direction. 

The combination of the ever-burning sun and the incredibly fertile soil at the centre of the world meant 
that the bare earth in the fields around the tower hadn’t remained bare for long. It was covered with a 
green baize of grass, new shoots and tiny unfurling fronds. And dotted over this, like so many black 
skittles, the Styx had suddenly appeared when they’d been transported from the surface. 

‘Get her!’ Hermione yelled. Most of the Styx were completely disoriented and in the same state as she 
was, falling onto all fours as they’d materialised in a blur of crimson. But it didn’t take the resilient and 
toughened Limiters more than a few seconds to pull themselves together. Many already had their rifles to 
their shoulders. 

They opened fire, the rounds striking the tower around Elliott. She was only too aware that Eddie and 
his former Limiters would be out there somewhere in the field too. They were hopelessly outnumbered by 
the other Styx, and obvious targets. 

By bringing the trident down on the ground outside St Paul’s, not only had Elliott thwarted Hermione’s 
plan to send out the Armagi into the rest of the world, but she’d also passed an effective death sentence on 
her father. Elliott told herself that she’d had no alternative. And wherever he was in that plain of green, 
there was absolutely nothing she could do for him right now — she didn’t even have her rifle with her. 

But it wasn’t the only death sentence that Elliott had dished out. Hermione and Rebecca Two, along 
with every other member of the Styx race, were all going to be dead in a matter of days. None of them had 
been inoculated against the supervirus that was still present in the inner world. 

Straining her eyes as she tried to find her father, Elliott remained in the entrance to the tower, standing 
there in a shepherd-like pose, the trident resting on the ground by her side. 

Although she showed no fear as more rifle shots began to land around her, she wasn’t going to push her 
luck, not while she still had a task she needed to complete. 

‘Kill that half-breed!’ Hermione wailed again, falling as she tried to run towards the girl. 

Elliott merely gave the Styx woman a small bow of the head, then took a step back into the tower. As 
the door whisked shut, the pile of rocks that Will had thought were a safeguard against it doing precisely 
that were immediately pulverised. 

As Elliott began towards the lift, she took a moment to look around the entrance chamber. After she and 
Will had gone, the bushman had evidently lingered on in the tower for a while, from the remains of all the 
fires he’d lit inside it. There were small piles of burnt roots beside which Elliott could see the husks of 
locusts and a couple of bird skulls. And some of the New Germanian brothers’ equipment was still 
stacked against the walls, but there was nothing to show that they themselves had been there recently. 

The lift took her up the tower, but she had to climb the stairs to reach the very top level. She 
immediately went to the podium in the middle of the space and stepped up onto it, moving towards the 


largest plinth in the centre. Taking a quick breath, she held the trident at arm’s length, directly over it. 

As she lowered the trident and the tip of the shaft made contact with the plinth, she saw concentric 
ripples spread out across its smooth and very solid surface. The effect was identical to what happens 
when a stone hits calm water. Elliott blinked, not believing her eyes, but in the next instant something even 
more outlandish happened. She was forced to let go of the trident altogether, because it was being pulled 
into the plinth and absorbed back into the fabric of the tower itself. A few moments later, only the prongs 
of the trident remained, then they too dipped below the surface of the plinth. Elliott touched the plinth, 
feeling where the trident had vanished, and how the surface was completely solid again. 

For a while she stood looking at the plinth and the rest of the level around her, but nothing seemed to be 
different. 

The very first time Elliott had been there, she’d told Will something was wrong, something was 
missing. Now that the sceptre was finally back where it should be, all her pent-up fatigue hit her. She tried 
to take a step but her legs buckled and she sagged against the plinth, grabbing it for support. 

Elliott had completed the quest that she hadn’t understood in the beginning, and that she’d had no option 
but to complete. From the moment that she’d initiated the chain of events after touching the trident symbol 
in the pyramid, the blood she shared with the ancestors of the Styx had seen to that. She’d been under the 
spell of a genetic behavioural pattern that had removed her free will as surely as if she’d been a robot 
following its programming. 

Programming to find and restore the trident to its rightful place. 

Although nothing appeared to have changed inside the tower, there was a change outside it of which 
Elliott was only too aware. In the huge voids deep in the mantle of the planet — not just the zero-gravity 
belt that she and her friends had travelled across, but numerous others — the crystal belts had sprung into 
life. As the spheres in them rotated faster and faster, they gave off an intense light, far brighter than the 
triboluminescence Dr Burrows had correctly identified. 

And they also began to generate enormous amounts of energy. 

For these spheres were the source of propulsion that had brought the Earth into orbit around the sun. 

Finally, after so very long, they had been activated again. 

The insides of the cavities around the spheres glowed with grids of blue light in patterns that only one 
person in the whole world — Jiggs — had noticed after the nuclear explosion in the pore. 

But as if sleeping giants had been roused from their deep slumbers, no human could do anything to stop 
the spheres’ immense power. 

And this power was being put to use. 


Chapter Twenty-two 


here were periods of intense activity at the hospital as fleets of vehicles arrived with survivors, most 

of whom — one of the nurses had told Will — were being treated for malnutrition or exposure. He 
heard them being wheeled along the corridor outside at all hours of the day, and caught glimpses of the 
soldiers who seemed to be running everything. 

As he recovered from his operation, Will had been quite happy to lie in bed and rest. But during one of 
the lulls in which there was complete quiet in the place and he’d been staring absently up at the ceiling, he 
was roused from his torpor. The door to his room nudged open a few inches as if a breeze had swept 
down the corridor. He kept watching just in case someone was about to come in to visit him. ‘Jiggs — is 
that you?’ he asked, wondering if it was the man with the ability to render himself almost invisible. 

But there was no one there, and Will mumbled, ‘I’m going doolally,’ feeling rather foolish. 

Then the strangest thing happened. 

With a scrabbling noise on the lino, a cat’s head poked up over Will’s feet at the end of the bed. 

‘Bartleby!’ Will exclaimed, truly believing he was seeing a ghost. The Hunter sniffed inquisitively at 
him, then put his snout down and began to scamper around the room. The animal was clearly detecting all 
sorts of new and interesting Topsoil smells that he hadn’t encountered before. 

‘Not quite,’ Mrs Burrows said, as she entered the room with the First Officer in tow. ‘But it is one of 
his kittens.’ 

‘Kitten? He’s huge!’ Will said, beaming at his mother. He was delighted to see her after what felt so 
long. 

‘And how’s my son doing?’ Mrs Burrows came over to Will and gave him a hug. ‘Jiggs said you’re 
mending well after your op.’ 

“Yes, we hear you’ve had the battle of your lives up here,’ the First Officer said, taking Will’s hand in 
his huge ham of a fist and shaking it. 

Bartleby Kitten, or just Bartleby, as the First Officer called him because it was easier, immediately 
took to Will and climbed up on his bed. The Hunter obviously wanted to play, as he rolled on his back 
and began to cuff Will with his oversized paws. 

‘God, it really could be Bartleby,’ Will said. ‘He looks identical.’ The cat had noticed the translucent 
tubes poking out from under Will’s blanket and was chewing on one of them. ‘No, not that!’ Will told the 
cat quickly, trying to push him away. 

Mrs Burrows ushered the kitten off the bed, then began to chat to Will, telling him about how she and 
the First Officer were spending all their time up in Highfield, where many of the Colonists were helping 
with a clean-up operation, and where many of them had already chosen to relocate. “The ironic thing is 
that — in a roundabout way — the prophecies written in the Book of Catastrophes have come true,’ Mrs 
Burrows told Will. ‘The Colonists have got the surface to themselves again. There’s an empty town just 
waiting for those who want to go Topsoil. Because there’s nobody left alive in Highfield.’ 


‘Nobody at all? They’re all dead?’ Will asked quietly. 

There was a knock at the door and Parry entered. 

“You’re looking better, my lad,’ he said, before asking Mrs Burrows and the First Officer if they would 
mind giving him some time to speak alone with Will. 

“They’ve set up a makeshift canteen on the ground floor,’ Parry suggested. ‘If you ask at reception, 
they’ ll tell you where it is.’ 

‘Don’t worry, I think I can find it,’ Mrs Burrows replied, tapping her nose as she winked at Will. She 
and the First Officer shuffled out, leaving Bartleby asleep on Will’s bed, his legs in the air. 

‘Jiggs told me that you’re Prime Minister now,’ Will said, giving Parry a smile. ‘Does that mean I have 
to call you sir or something?’ 

Parry raised his eyebrows. ‘Hardly — and when did you ever show me any respect anyway?’ He gave a 
shrug. ‘Besides, I’m only PM for just as long as it takes them to find someone from the old Cabinet to do 
the job.’ 

Parry glanced through the window as another helicopter came into land. ‘The emergency aid is starting 
to arrive from the international community now that the risk has been removed,’ he said. 

‘Has it, though?’ Will asked. ‘Is it true that not a single Styx has been left Topsoil, or anyone who had 
any Styx blood in them, like Elliott?’ 

Parry’s expression turned sad and for a second he looked away. ‘Yes, it’s true. There’s not one of them 
left, so I suppose we won in the end, but we lost some good people in the process,’ he said. ‘Elliott, of 
course, but also Eddie and his team.’ Parry sighed. ‘And then there’s what happened to Chester ...’ 

‘And Drake ... Pm so sorry about Drake,’ Will said quietly, as he realised he needed to say something 
about Parry’s son to him. And Will also didn’t feel strong enough yet to think about the loss of his friend. 

“Thank you.’ Parry nodded, then fixed him with a stare. ‘Will, unfortunately I’m not just here to see how 
you are. I also need to debrief you. There are still some gaps in what we know, and I need to hear your 
version of events.’ 

‘That does sound official,’ Will said. 

‘I’m afraid it is, and Pll need a full statement from you in due course. You see there’s actually an 
international inquiry under way, not least because several of the world nations are accusing us of 
unauthorised subterranean atomic testing. They’re suggesting that’s why a tremor was felt around the 
world, and also where the Armagi, apparently a mutant species that was created due to the high radiation, 
originated. Well, that’s what the French think anyway.’ Parry chuckled, then raised an eyebrow 
quizzically. ‘And the Yanks don’t know whether to give the lot of us Congressional Medals of Honour — 
or to convict us all of some international crime against humanity. You’re on the list too, Will, for both of 
them.’ 

Will laughed uneasily. 

Parry’s expression became serious. ‘You spent more time with Elliott than anyone else,’ he said, his 
expression serious. ‘I need you to tell me everything you can remember about her, and what happened 
near the end.’ 

‘Sure, but my memory’s a bit patchy after the Armagi nabbed me and I was brought to St Paul’s,’ Will 
replied. ‘And why is Elliott so important in all this anyway?’ 

‘Because quite a few of us are terrified by the implications if some sort of alien force has taken control 
of all our destinies,’ Parry replied. 

As Bartleby snored at his feet, Will recounted what had happened with Elliott during their time together 
in the centre of the world, about the discovery in the pyramid, and then the appearance of the tower. Parry 
didn’t interrupt once as Will talked about how he and Elliott had been transported back to the surface, and 


then had found the sceptre in an Egyptian sarcophagus. 

‘So you can’t shed any light on precisely what was guiding Elliott through all this?’ Parry asked. 
‘Because it seems that she knew exactly what to do at each step.’ 

Will shook his head. ‘She didn’t know herself. Perhaps my dad would have called it a race memory.’ 
Will touched his forehead. ‘Something deep in here because of her Styx blood — something that had been 
woken up by the tower or the pyramid, I suppose. I don’t know how else to explain it.’ 

Parry and Will chatted for a while longer until Mrs Burrows and the First Officer returned to the room. 
Then, as Parry stood up to leave, Bartleby was roused from his sleep. He immediately scampered over to 
the window where, with his paws on the sill, he seemed to be staring out at the horizon. 

‘Silly kitten,’ Mrs Burrows said affectionately. ‘What’s got him so interested?’ 

Groaning with the discomfort, Will was trying to raise himself up so that he could say goodbye 
properly to Parry when something caught his eye through the window too. 

“What is it?’ the First Officer asked. 

‘I don’t know,’ Will mumbled, squinting. ‘But ... but is it my imagination, or does the sun look smaller 
than usual?’ 

Chuckling as he heard Will’s comment, Parry was about to leave, his hand on the door handle when his 
satphone went off. He stopped to take it out and look at it. ‘America calling,’ he said. 

‘It does look smaller, you know,’ Will murmured, still transfixed by the pale circle in the sky. Bartleby 
hadn’t shifted from the window, as if his animal intuition was telling him something too. 

“Yes, Bob, what can I do for you?’ Parry asked. 

“That’s it? Will burst out. ‘That’s what she told me! The last thing Elliott said to me was that we were 
all going home ... that she’d had to start some sort of recall.’ 

“What do you mean, going home? Home where?’ Mrs Burrows asked. 

‘NASA are saying what!’ Parry bellowed into his phone. 

‘Elliott said she had to start a recall in order to stop the Styx and the Armagi,’ Will said. ‘She didn’t 
know where we were going, but she said this might happen. The whole planet, or spaceship, or whatever 
you want to call it, would begin to move.’ 

“That all sounds a bit crazy, Will,’ Mrs Burrows said. ‘How can you really believe in this whole 
planet-as-spaceship theory anyway?’ 

“You wouldn’t dismiss it so quickly if you’d seen what I’ve seen in the centre of the world. And no, it’s 
not so crazy if you think about it,’ Will replied. ‘Why do you think humans have always gone underground 
at the first sign of any trouble? Because that’s where we feel safe. Why do you think Sir Gabriel 
Martineau and all the Colonists built a city underground with the Styx?’ Will posed to his mother and the 
First Officer. “Because that’s our natural instinct. Because the centre of the world is where we all came 
from, and maybe for all these thousands of years we’ ve just been trying to get home again.’ 

Parry hadn’t finished his call with Bob, but had his hand over the microphone as he hurried to the 
window. Bartleby still had his paws up on the sill and regarded Parry with some curiosity. 

After a moment, Parry turned to Will, his face ashen. ‘The latest positional information from NASA is 
that the Earth has begun to deviate from its orbit. NASA says it’s unprecedented. They believe we’ve 
started to move away from the sun.’ 

“Told you,’ Will said, as he struggled to sit up. ‘Mum, can you find out what they did with my clothes? 
And can you also find a doctor to do something about these tubes, because I can’t get very far with them 
still inside me.’ 

“Why? Where are you going?’ Mrs Burrows asked. 

Will glanced at the view through the window again. ‘You need to get all those Colonists underground 


again, and I’m coming back there with you. Because I don’t think any of us should stick around here on the 
surface any longer than we have to.’ 

‘Bob — sorry to keep you hanging on like that,’ Parry said. ‘Yes, you’re right. Seems we’ve got 
ourselves another situation here. And it’s damned serious.’ 


Chapter Twenty-three 


ne week went by, then a second, and the tower didn’t allow Elliott to go outside. Although there was 
(): risk that Limiters might still be alive and lying in wait for her, Elliott would try the door each day, 
but so far it had been to no avail. 

And not much in the tower would allow her to operate it, with the exception of the lift. Elliott had even 
tried the transporter on the penultimate floor, thinking that she might return Topsoil. She was incredibly 
concerned for Will, and had no way of finding out whether he’d survived the impregnation by Hermione. 
But again, try as she might, the surfaces of the console had remained grey and lifeless, with not the 
smallest sign of the blue lights. And the remote viewing device was completely unresponsive to her. 

Out of desperation, she also tried everything she could to extract the sceptre again, but the plinth wasn’t 
giving it up. 

Elliott assumed that the tower, and whatever it was part of, was running some sort of program that 
restricted what could be done inside it, but for how long she had no way of knowing. It was as if the 
program, once activated, had to run its course. 

And as she whiled away the hours in the tower, she wondered what had become of the New 
Germanians and the bushman. Perhaps, as the Styx had begun to materialise out of thin air, they had all 
fled. She couldn’t imagine Woody going very far from the tower in her absence, so she assumed that the 
Limiters must have caught him early on. 

And the three New Germanians might not even have been anywhere near the tower when the mass 
influx of Styx began. Perhaps they’d been safely out of the way in their city. However, it would have been 
the Limiters’ first port of call, so she didn’t give much for their chances unless they’d hopped on a boat 
and fled to one of the remote outposts she’d heard them talk about. 

And she began to think of the tower as a living thing, some sixth sense telling her that processes were 
going on within it. But if it did possess some form of sentience, then she asked herself if it had any 
consideration for her, because she could quite easily have died of starvation or thirst if it hadn’t been for 
the supplies left behind by the New Germanians in the entrance chamber. Elliott would make her way 
down there during the day, light a fire and prepare herself meals, although it had to be said she never felt 
very hungry. Perhaps, she wondered, that was why the tower felt it could lock her in. Because perhaps she 
didn’t actually need any sustenance while she was inside its walls? 

And then one day when she pressed her hand to the wall by the doorway, the tower suddenly freed her. 

The panel slipped open, and she stepped out into the now knee-high fields of green grass and saplings. 
She hadn’t wandered very far when she came across a Limiter’s body, almost stepping on it where it was 
stretched out in the new vegetation. Although the Limiter had already been ravaged by birds, he was lying 
with his rifle at his side, as if he had been waiting to ambush her. 

Elliott kept walking through the fields, aware that she might stumble across her father’s body. 

And there, in all those lush fields, she felt so very much alone, imprisoned in the middle of the world, 


with just the flocks of birds to keep her company. 

As her only travelling companions. 

Because Elliott was only too aware that the planet was returning home. She had used the word 
‘Recall’, and that’s what it was; having failed to reach its destination, the ship was being recalled to its 
rightful place. Back home again. 

But where that home was, and what manner of beings would be there to greet her when they arrived, 
she couldn’t even begin to guess. 

But she had no option now. 

She — and the world — were on their way. 


Epilogue 


C ome along. Up you get, Bart Kitten,’ Will said, patting the bed beside him. Apart from the 
occasional excursion outside to catch a rat or two, the young Hunter had been Will ’s almost constant 
companion since his mother had brought him down to the Colony with her to convalesce. 

It was all rather fitting, because Will was being tended to in the very same room in which Mrs Burrows 
had made her miraculous recovery after the Styx had left her for dead following her excessive 
Darklighting. The sitting room in the First Officer’s house was precisely how it had been for her stay, the 
furniture moved aside to make space for a bed. And that was precisely where Will had spent the last 
couple of weeks, lolling around in bed and largely left to his own devices except for the odd house call 
from a doctor. 

Truth be told, Will was having the time of his life. 

Safe in the knowledge that the threat from the Styx had been removed once and for all, he was enjoying 
the opportunity to laze around all day long, sleeping as much as he felt like in his nice, warm bed. 

And he certainly was being well and truly pampered — the First Officer’s mother and his sister, Eliza, 
had been asked to do their bit and look after him in the daytime when the First Officer and Mrs Burrows 
were busy with Colony matters. 

The Colony had indeed become a very busy place again. Parry and his SAS unit had moved there, along 
with a contingent of Topsoil survivors from London and the South East. At least there’d been ample room 
for this influx of new residents because the Styx’s merciless harvesting of the Colonists for the Phase had 
left whole streets empty. 

Will found he didn’t miss being Topsoil at all, although he knew there was much debate up there over 
how the atmosphere might be affected as the planet continued its inexorable drift away from the sun. 
Would the air be lost as the planet edged further and further from its orbit and, eventually, out of the solar 
system, or was there some form of field to keep it intact? And would surface temperatures plummet until 
they were only a few degrees above absolute zero, the temperature of deep space? 

Human life, and all life, would become unfeasible in that situation. 

But Will didn’t linger on these fears for too long — he was more than happy to hide away in his 
darkened bedroom and wait for his next meal to be brought to him. He felt that he’d had more than his fair 
share of unpleasantness at the hands of the Styx, and it was someone else’s turn now to solve the 
problems. So he was quite content to fill his days with trivial and insignificant things for a change, which 
included playing with the oversized kitten. 

‘Oh, do come on, Bart!’ he said tetchily, patting the bed beside him even harder. 

Much to his surprise, the cat narrowed his eyes and began to back out of the room, snarling at him. 
Then, with a last rumbling growl, Bartleby was off, haring down the corridor and into the kitchen. 

‘Stupid bloody moggy,’ Will muttered in a disappointed voice, folding his arms huffily across his chest. 

Hearing the commotion, Mrs Burrows came to investigate. ‘What’s got into that cat?’ she asked. 

‘I’ve absolutely no idea,’ Will replied. ‘Something must have rattled him. He’s nothing like Bartleby — 
that’s for sure.’ 

For a moment Mrs Burrows remained in the doorway, staring at her son with her sightless eyes. She 
sniffed, then said, ‘Supper’s nearly ready. Hope you’re hungry?’ 


‘Certainly am, Mum,’ he replied. 

At first it had felt a little peculiar to be part of his mother’s new life in the Colony, her apparent 
domestic bliss with the First Officer. But in a way, Will believed that he had every right to be there; he 
was making up for lost time because he’d never known anything like it when they’d lived together in 
Highfield. All through those years, Mrs Burrows had been far from a perfect mother as she occupied her 
days with her beloved television and not much else. Certainly not cooking meals for him! 

‘Can you guess what we’re having?’ she said, smiling as she and her son went through their little 
routine. 

‘Um ... not pennybun stew, by any chance?’ Will replied, playing the game and acting as if this was 
some startling novelty when the large mushrooms were just about the only thing that Colonists ate, day in, 
day out. 

Mrs Burrows cleared her throat. ‘Eliza tells me that Stephanie came to see you yet again today,’ she 
said matter-offactly because she knew Will was still missing Elliott terribly. ‘It wouldn’t do you any harm 
to let the poor girl in and talk to her.’ 

‘Maybe ...” Will replied noncommittally. ‘When I feel better.’ 

Mrs Burrows wasn’t going to push the point; she was just on the way out of the room when Will said, 
‘Tf that cat isn’t coming back, can you shut the door, please, Mum?’ 

“You really like the dark now, don’t you?’ she said. 

He’d asked to have the luminescent orb removed from the fitting in the middle of the ceiling because, 
even shrouded, it had been keeping him awake. Of course it made no difference to Mrs Burrows if there 
was light or not, and every Colonist had been raised to live with constant illumination, even during 
periods of sleep, because the orbs burnt unceasingly. 

‘I do. Yes,’ he answered and, as she pulled the door shut, Will let out a long sigh, relishing the pitch 
black in the room. 

Ah, the wonderful, chocolatey darkness, he thought to himself, allowing it to lap over him now he was 
alone. 

In the silence of the house, snatches of his mother’s conversation with the First Officer carried down 
the corridor from the kitchen. She was talking about the Hunter’s strange behaviour, then there was a large 
crash as she dropped something and swore loudly. It sounded like a pan, so it was probably their supper 
hitting the deck. Mrs Burrows evidently still had a lot of catching up to do when it came to domesticity. 

There was the low rumble of the First Officer’s voice — Will couldn’t make out the words, but he 
sounded concerned. Then Will heard his mother announce, quite clearly because she was at the kitchen 
door and facing down the corridor, ‘I know you’ll think me mad, but I tell you — I can smell Styx. It’s 
faint, but it’s in this house!’ 

The First Officer’s booming laugh filled the building. “You are mad,’ he said with affection. 

“Too right, mate. She is mad,’ Will echoed in a whisper, chuckling to himself. 

He stopped chuckling as the realisation struck home. 

The way Bartleby was reacting to him. 

His sudden yearning to be in the dark. 

His mother’s supersense, which was rarely wrong. 

Will placed a hand on his stomach, gingerly feeling it. Jiggs had said that the Styx grubs might have left 
something behind: chemicals ... enzymes ... 

Will sat up slowly. 

Was he somehow changing? 

Changing into something else? 


Changing into a Styx? 
He held quite still for a moment, then shook his head. ‘Does this never end?’ he cried. 
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